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Preface

To fulfill the University Honors Program's thesis requirement, I
have written a narrative account of the three week/forty-eight state road
trip I took with my sister and a friend in the summer of 1995. This
odyssey across the United States proved to be one of the most profound
growing experiences of my life and I wanted to examine some of the
issues involved in this brand of travel, especially those of selfexamination and self-discovery.
When I decided to take this trip, I was at the lowest point I'd ever
been in a life littered with low points. As a child born into chaos, I'd
been seeking safety and predictability ever since I quit high school and
escaped home at age seventeen. Finding stability in a number of mindnumbingly boring jobs, I had quite forsaken the prospect of realizing a
true and lasting happiness through self-realization.
In the spring of 1994 I was doing social work in a nursing home. I
hated the job so much I would wake up every morning and wish I were
dead in the most literal sense. One Friday, while I was sitting at my desk
writing "progress notes"(?!) on ninety year-old patients, my sister called
me and asked if I wanted to go to Mardi Gras for the weekend. I thought
she was joking; my sister and I had never been close, primarily, I think,
because we'd spent our childhood competing for the very limited
allotments of attention available in our home. But, when I realized she
was indeed serious and had already made arrangements for a rental car, I
decided to go. It was an unusually spontaneous decision for me, and after
I made it I began to have nightmarish visions of all the things that could,
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and probably would, go wrong.
We set out early the next morning for our ten hour drive to New
Orleans. It was the first real "road trip" I had ever taken. As we cruised
up U.S. 19 and out onto I-10, I began to lose my anxiety about blowing a
tire or being rammed by a Mack truck and eased into the ride. And I
found myself feeling happy for the first time in a long time.
My sister and I started talking about movies we had seen and books
we were reading. I had just finished, ironically enough, Jack Kerouac's
On The Road. She had never read it and I gave her a rough sketch of the

story. She was intrigued by the idea of driving across the country with no
particular place to go. So was I, but I could tell she actually thought it
was possible to do such a crazy thing, whereas I thought I would just have
to file it away with all the other notions I'd never realize because I was
too paralyzed by fear.
The forty-eight state road trip was conceived somewhere in the
panhandle of Mississippi. It began after a diversionary game of quizzing
one another about world capitals and state capitals. I found a map of the
United States in the glove box and by the time we reached New Orleans
we had traced out a route that would hit every capital in the contiguous
states. We made a deal that day to start saving our money when we got
back from Mardi Gras for the "Capital Run" road trip we would take the
summer after next.
The year and a half between Mardi Gras and the planned trip gave
me more than my usual share of grief. In August, a drunk driver hit me
nearly head on, and though I escaped with only a mild concussion, my
uninsured car was totaled, and the equally uninsured drunk proved quite
v

incapable of reimbursing me for my loss. A few months later, when I had
scraped up enough money to replace the car, I quit my miserable nursing
home job only to find another, this one within a physical therapy
company that asked me to commit Medicare fraud at the end of every
month's billing. The spring of 1995 was shaping up much like the spring
of 1994, with me waking up each morning feeling the dread of facing
eight more hours in the pursuit of nothing but a stable, predictable
paycheck. To compound my agony, my relationship--another source of
dissatisfying but desperately-needed predictability--was slowly
deteriorating. I was ceaselessly hopeless.
One morning, after dragging myself through my hygiene and
dressing routine, I inexplicably called in sick to work. Dressed in neatly
pressed khakis, a navy polo, loafers and a lab coat with my name tag and
faux gold "WE CARE" pin on the lapel, I sat still in my quiet apartment

for a number of hours, and then I got up and found an old composition
notebook I used to jot down my bad dreams and bad poetry. This little
nugget flowed out of my pen without break or revision:
This morning I felt the inkling of suicide
Creep into my sunny morning routine.
Like, "What if I just did it?"
I wouldn't have to go to work in
That mindless, soulless office
Where there's a form for everything
But it doesn't mean anything;
It serves no purpose or end
Except to keep the one above you employed
But never amused.
And when the work day is over
(It never really ends)
I come home to no home VI

Just a place where two people live
Who aren 't really living
At all.
That evening, I called my sister and told her I would not be able to
go on the road trip with her. She had been busy planning it since we
returned from New Orleans over a year before. After the Triple-A trip-tik
maker convinced her it would be impossible to get to every capital in
three weeks, she settled on at least touching all forty-eight states. She had
the dates all set, from July 28 to August 19. She reserved the rental van
months ahead of time in order to lock in the unlimited mileage guarantee
that most rental companies were considering abandoning because of
people like us. She even had our friend Jenny commit to going with us,
because three drivers would be better than two. She was sorely
disappointed in my decision to back out, but understanding my dismal
financial (and emotional) situation, she did not give me the grief she
would have if I had been in a better straits.
The next day, I called in sick to work again. My boss was angry
and told me he didn't believe I was sick. He also suggested that if I came
in to work the rest of the week and agreed to work over the weekend
without the customary overtime pay, he'd forget about my recent spate of
irresponsible behavior. After the call, I took up fifteen Valiums in one
hand and a fifth of Jim Beam in the other. He never knew how sick I
really was.
I went into therapy two weeks later. I had always been cynical
about what I saw as America's increasingly cloying "therapeutic culture."
In some ways I still am, but the simple act of talking about my problems
did help me understand at least part of why my misery was so deep. It
vii

also allowed me tell the tale of my life. I told the secrets that my father
had threatened to kill alternately me, my sister, my brothers, my mother
and my dog for revealing. I spun the yam weekly, bit by bit, for my fiftyminute hours until my soul was purged of its shame. But this cleansing
did little to help the other part of my unhappiness, the one that was a
result of my spiritual and intellectual stagnation.
So, armed with Prozac and an attitude of"l'm either really going to
live or I'm really going to die," I quit my job, left my girlfriend, and
moved back home with my mother. I took all the money I'd saved for
emergencies that never came and told my sister to count me in on the
road trip after all. I've never had one regret surrounding any of these rash
decisions, because the decisions I made during the trip were some of the
best I have ever made. One of these was the decision to return to school,
and though it's been difficult, I have never looked back. The decisions
and discoveries I made about myself during those three weeks of total
freedom on the road are the things I wish to relate in this thesis.

I realized at the outset that this project would be largely personal,
and I wanted to bolster it with some solid academic work, thereby
ensuring its status as a thesis and not merely a creative exercise. Thus, I
planned to write a comprehensive introductory chapter which would
survey and explore the genre of "road" literature. However, I found
when I began to look at the work of other writers, I would lose the rhythm
and the voice it took me so long to find for my own story, so I stopped
reading and kept writing, believing more with every page that what I was
viii
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engaging in was more than just an "exercise." My thesis tells a personal
story, but it also, I think, provides some insight into the human
experience, and has merit on that basis.
Nevertheless, I still wish to express my understanding that this
thesis is not a completely original idea, but rather part of a rich tradition
in literature. My initial research turned up a fascinating variety of road
writing from all over the world. Because they were most relevant to my
own project, I sought out non-fiction memoirs, though I also looked at
some of the more important works of fiction concerning travel and
discovery. The more I searched, the broader my conception of the "road
genre" became, and I found myself considering things like Chaucer's
Canterbury Tales as "road" literature.

Concentrating on the American tradition, I started by looking at,
ironically, a French writer. Alexis de Tocqueville's Democracy in
America is, I believe, a classic piece of early American road literature and

a good place to begin a look at the genre. In Democracy, Tocqueville
explores the American landscape in order to find something deeper
beyond it, a national identity based on a political ideology rather than on
common roots.
Another nineteenth century traveler and commentator, Frederick
Law Olmsted, likewise journeyed around America. But, unlike
Tocqueville, Olmsted does not look as intensively beyond the landscape
as he does at it. In A Journey in the Back Country, Olmsted takes to the
road to explore the way America uses its various landscapes, and in doing
so, fmds a reflection of America' s values.
Tocqueville and Olmsted were observing a relatively static
IX
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nineteenth century America from the road. When Henry Ford rolled the
first line of mass-produced "horseless carriages" out of his factory in the
first decade of the new century, the American landscape--and with it the
American consciousness--changed quickly and irrevocably. The new
freedom of mobility in road travel, both real and symbolic, became a
national obsession and a boundless source of material for American
writers.
F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Great Gats by and Erskine Caldwell's
Tobacco Road are prime examples of the development of this trend

through the 1920s and 1930s. These are socially-conscious novels which
comment on the road's capacity to provide Americans with everexpanding horizons, albeit with unpredictable fortunes waiting over them.
Perhaps no one captures this idea in a novel as well as John Steinbeck
does in The Grapes of Wrath, where he examines the cruel irony of
having the expansive freedom of the road, but at the same time having
nowhere good to take it.
While these novels are certainly an important part of the roadnarrative tradition, my thesis aspires to belong to a distinct sub-category
of the genre--the road-trip memoir. This is a fairly new style of literature,
borne of Jack Kerouac' s seminal novel On the Road.
On the Road is, of course, a work of fiction, but it reads like a

memoir, and I believe its highly personal nature inspired a new
generation of writers to take to the road for the purpose of not only
exploring American culture and values, but for exploring the things deep
within themselves that could only be seen from the highway.
Essentially, Kerouac opened the road to the individual.
X

One of the road memoirists who benefited from Kerouac' s
loosening of the genre is William Least Heat Moon. In the haunting Blue
Highways, Heat Moon takes a series of journeys into America to find

something he has lost within himself. For him, the road becomes
"therapy through observation of the ordinary and obvious, a means
whereby the outer eye opens an inner one." 1 I see in Heat Moon' s
account of"road-tripping" something very close to my own experience
of discovering the road' s power to teach and to heal.
A fmal aspect of the genre I wish to mention briefly is road
journalism. The literary critic Ronald Primeau considers Walt Whitman
America's supreme road journalist, the one who "contributed most to the
modem road narrative in his synthesis of quest conventions and his
expansion of the genre's protest against the status quo." 2 Primeau finds
later journalists as disparate as Hunter Thompson, Tom Wolfe, Charles
Kuralt, and Bill Moyers all following Whitman' s prying spirit out on the
road. 3
I think I have incorporated elements from all of these examples
into 48 Postcards, and I offer my contribution humbly to the genre. I
started this thesis hoping to gain a deeper insight into the idea of road
travel as an opportunity for self-discovery, and the process of writing
these recollections from the road has indeed confirmed my belief that
being "on the road" is a metaphor for the journey each of us takes when
we consciously take the wheels of our lives and steer them where we
William Least Heat Moon, Blue Highways: A Journey Into America. (Boston,
1982), p. 17.
2
Ronald Primeau, Romance of the Road: The Literature ofthe American
Highway, (Bowling Green, 1996), p. 21.
3
Ibid., p. 53.
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want them to go, even if where we go is not always where we choose to
stay. I hope that the story of my experience offers something universally
recognizable for others who have either made these sorts of discoveries or
feel that they would like to.

I wish now to offer my gratitude to the many people who have
quietly suffered with me through the thesis-writing process. Most
especially, I want to thank Dr. David Carr and Dr. Raymond Arsenault,
both of whom offered guidance and assurance when I needed them. They
have never failed to inspire me with their willingness both to instruct and
to listen. I also want to express my deepest appreciation to Dr. Keith
White, who came on board late and did not jump off what looked to be a
sinking ship.
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Bibliography

Caldwell, Erskine. Tobacco Rruld. Cambridge: R. Bentley, 1978
Charters, Ann, ed. IMPortable l.a&k Kerouac. New York: Viking, 1995.
Fitzgerald, F. Scott. .Ihe. .Great Gatsby. New York: Collier Books, 1992.
Heat Moon, William Least. Blue. Highways: A Journey Into. America. Boston: Little,
Brown and Company, 1982.
Olmsted, Frederick Law. A Journey in~ B.ack Country. New York: B. Franklin,
1970.
Primeau, Ronald. Romance clthe Rmld: .Ihe. Literature clthe American Highway.
Bowling Green, OH: Bowling Green State University Popular Press, 1996.
Steinbeck, John . .Ihe. Grapes .of :wrath. New York: Bantam, 1946.
Tocqueville, Alexis de. Democracy inAmeica. New York: Knopf, 1945.

x:m

Chapter 1

Clearwater, FL to Memphis, TN

28 July 1995 Clearwater, FL 7:16p.m.
We've only been on the road for ten minutes and already I have
something to write about.. .Ijust witnessed the apotheosis of Conway
Twitty on the back of a van. .. can 't wait to see what else comes our way...

I knew as soon as we merged from State Road 688 onto U.S. 19
that we were bound to see some weird and wonderful things on the road.
We pulled up behind a conversion van with an airbrushed portrait of
Conway Twitty superimposed over a glowing, golden cross on its spare
tire cover. Only in America I thought to myself, and noted the
observation on the first line of the first page of the journal I'd hoped to
fill cover to cover with notes on such oddities.
It was a little past seven in the evening by the time we got on the

road. We were an hour behind schedule, the result of too many return
trips into my mother's house for things we might need, like blankets, a
gas can, nail clippers, and my indispensable "Ethel Merman Sings
Broadway" tape. The mini-van my sister Lana rented for the trip--a
sparkling white Pontiac TranSport with only 347 miles on it--was smaller
that we'd expected, and we had trouble stuffing all of our gear into the
back. We had to use one of the van's two bench seats to house the
overflow of duffel bags and coolers and other supplies, leaving only one
flat surface for sleeping. This meant that two people would have to sleep
in the front bucket seats, and I began to imagine how ugly the arguments
might become over who got to sleep in the "bed."
Once fully satisfied that we had everything we'd need to make our
three weeks on the road as comfortable as possible, I pulled the van out of

the drive while Lana and my other traveling companion, Lana's friend
Jenny, shot the first footage of the video "diary" we planned to make of
our journey. Our purpose in making this film was two-fold: first, to
chronicle the experience for ourselves and our posterity; and second, so
that Lana could win the bet she made with a couple of attorneys from the
Public Defender's office, where she had been employed as a clerk until
five o'clock that afternoon. Lana resigned from that job early so she
could take these three weeks on the road as her last chance to enjoy total
freedom before dedicating the next three years of her life to study at
Boston University's School of Law. The attorneys bet Lana she could not
possibly visit all forty-eight states in three weeks. She told them she'd
bring time-stamped video footage of forty-eight "Welcome to" signs in
exchange for a steak dinner.
As she was occupying the back seat, Jenny assumed the task of
getting things situated in our storage area, arranging items according to
their relative importance: food to the front and everything else toward the
back. Jenny was a late addition to the road trip roster; Lana and I had
originally planned to do it as a duo, but Lana later asked if it would be
alright if Jenny came along, arguing that three drivers would be much
better than two. I didn't necessarily mind Jenny coming along, except I
really didn't know her all that well. Lana and Jenny had been best friends
since the fifth grade, but I had never been able to get that close to her.
When we were children, Lana and I jealously guarded all of our
possessions--friends especially--from each other. I'd always liked Jenny,
though, and I didn't anticipate any problems between us. Plus, I was
sympathetic to Jenny's motivation for going; she had just gotten engaged
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to her boyfriend Bruce and I knew she was using the trip as a sort of last
hurrah before settling into a life of quiet domesticity.
There was still plenty of light left in the late summer sky that
evening as we pulled away, and after making a quick stop at the Circuit
City in Clearwater to purchase an adapter for Jenny's portable CD player,
we officially began our American adventure, with the sun finishing its
slow descent outside the driver' s side windows.

We'd commissioned Triple-A to prepare us a triptik, and had no
trouble following the very logical routes the planner mapped out for us
early on. Later, somewhere around Utah, we would throw the triptik into
the great void of the far back seat and consult it only occasionally when
we needed a little guidance. We discovered along the way that you don't
really need to make an elaborate plan in order to find what you're looking
for--you merely have to pay attention .to the signs that will show you
where you want to go.
We followed U.S. 19 all the way up the west coast ofFlorida,
stopping
for our first fill-up in Old Town, south of Tallahassee. This I remember
only because outside the combination gas station/convenience store sat a
gaggle of greasy-haired redneck boys on the tailgates of their rusty trucks,
getting drunk and showing off for a passel of poofy-haired redneck girls.
They became the topic of my second journal entry, jotted down quickly
before I pulled away.
Lana and Jenny had had to work that afternoon, each of them
putting in eight solid hours at the office as if it were any other day. I had
3

quit my job about a week earlier, so I'd had plenty of time to rest in the
days leading up to our departure. I told the girls to sleep for the first leg
of the trip, that I could drive the sixteen hours to Memphis with no
problem. About an hour shy of the Alabama line, I woke Lana up and
informed her I could no longer keep my eyes open after only six hours on
the road. I thought she 'd be mad, but she sprang right up in her seat,
claiming she was now sufficiently rested and ready to drive. I pulled off
the road into the parking lot of a mini-mart in Bonifay and went inside to
get some coffee with Lana, leaving a slumbering Jenny outside with the
approximately twenty Mexicans who were milling around the store. I
wondered aloud what they were doing there at that late hour and the man
behind the counter told me in a low, conspiratorial tone that they were
migrant farm workers-- "fuckin' fruit pickers," to be precise-- waiting for
a ride to take them to work the fields in another part of Florida. Lana and
I walked outside with our purchases and observed a little Mexican girl
peeing into a trash can outside the entrance to the store. Her father was
holding her up over it. Our friend behind the counter had refused to grant
them the simple dignity of a restroom key.

None of us had been able to save a great deal of money for the trip
and in the weeks before we left we discussed how we could get a
souvenir from each state on our limited funds. Lana came up with the
idea of collecting postcards as cheap souvenirs whose postmarks would
also prove the veracity of our claim to have visited each of the forty-eight
states. We would fill them out where we found them and mail them to
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ourselves, so that when we came home we would have a full set waiting
to show anyone who expressed doubt about our feat.
Our other idea for cheap souvenirs was to make "signature shirts,"
like the ones you take to a Fan Appreciation day and try to get the whole
team to sign. We purchased white jerseys at a sports store and had
"ROAD TRIP FROM HELL" printed in blue, block letters on their front
sides. On the backs we asked for our names in red, and on the left sleeves
a reference to the year, abbreviated simply to "95." While the shirts were
still being made I skipped over to a nearby head shop for a birthday card

(really) and spotted some American flag patches in the shape of a hand
giving the "peace" sign. As these seemed to compliment the
red-white-and blue motif of the shirts, I purchased three and ran them
back over to the sports store, where the old- hippie press operator kindly
affixed them to the right sleeves at no extra charge.

29 July 1995 Coxley, AL 2:47a.m. EDT
The trip out ofFlorida was fairly uneventful except for the
aforementioned Conway Twitty thing and the white trash in Old Town.
Oh, yeah, that little Mexican girl pissing in the garbage can was a real
treat, too. That 's the kind ofstuff that Lana and I are calling "the flava. "
I'm so tired I can barely see straight but I don 't want to sleep because
I'm afraid I'll miss something. I can 't wait to get out of the southeast,
can't wait to see the rest ofAmerica. I can't believe I'm really doing this.
I feel so lucky to be alive, I can 't believe a few months ago I wanted to be
dead.

I was still awake with Lana when we reached the Alabama line,
unable to sleep because I was so afraid of missing something even in the
5

unbroken darkness of the Florida panhandle. Lana asked me to videotape
the welcome sign when we passed it and had even cued up "Sweet Home
Alabama" on her Lynyrd Skynyrd CD to play when we crossed over.
We' d brought a number of tapes and COs with songs to use for our
video's soundtrack, like Paul Simon's "Graceland," George Strait's
"Amarillo By Morning," and John Denver's "Rocky Mountain High."
We decided to take our first crack at finding postcards and
signatures soon after rolling into Alabama. We pulled into a truck stop in
Robertsdale and found behind the counter a very sweet, buck-toothed gal
who was more than happy to oblige us in both areas. All the while
giggling, she signed our virgin shirts in a big, child-like scrawl: "Christy
Bell, Alabama." Then she showed us which, in her estimation, were the
"coolest" postcards in the store, the ones with pictures of morbidly obese
women in T-back bathing suits frolicking on the Alabama Gulf Coast.
We settled instead on postcards that had a silhouette of Alabama in the
middle, with pictures representing the·state's "proud and unique heritage"
providing a border, things like the White House of the Confederacy in
Montgomery and a NASCAR race in Talladega.
Back in the van, all three of us were awake and laughing and
speculating about what a great time we were going to have. We set some
ground rules too, after the stench from a nearby paper mill prompted
Jenny to inquire indignantly, "Who farted?" We took that opportunity to
place a moratorium on all flatulence while inside the van, unless you
absolutely could not help it, in which case you had to warn the others as
quickly as possible and commence to opening all windows within your
reach. This may sound trivial, but it is one of those small things that
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takes on a huge significance when you' re on the road, something with the
power to make or break lifelong friendships in a few short seconds.
Jenny went back to sleep shortly after that, and I stayed up with
Lana a little while longer. We talked about the last time we' d cruised
I-10 together, on the way to Mardi Gras a year and a half before. It was
during that road trip that we conceived of this one, after I told her about
reading Jack Kerouac' s On the Road. At the time, I thought our budding
plan for a cross-country adventure was just talk, and I was still having
trouble believing that we were actually realizing what seemed like such a
remote possibility back then.
We also discussed the few strange things we' d already seen on the
road and expressed our hopes of witnessing many more. We even
established a code word for when we saw things that we thought were
particularly noteworthy in an area--the.flava. It was a word we
appropriated from our favorite movie, "GoodFellas," uttered by a
character who was describing what made his spaghetti sauce so special:
"Its got beef, veal, and pork, oh, but ya gotta have the pork--that' s the
flava ." That's the way we felt about seeing things like the rednecks in

Old Town. They were·the pork, adding some local flavor to an otherwise
bland, unremarkable mini-mart.
I fell asleep after we passed through the tunnel into Mobile and
did not wake up until we were just outside of Hattiesburg, Mississippi. It
was already light outside, and Lana had stopped at a convenience store to
buy some semblance of a breakfast. Handing me a large coffee and a
pre-packaged snack cake, Lana told me I had to get up and keep an eye
on Jenny while she drove her first shift.

7

You see, the decision to bring Jenny along as a third driver was not
as sound as it seems on its surface, as Jenny is a narcoleptic and is given
to uncontrollable, trance-like seizures of sleep unless constantly
stimulated in some fashion. Also, she refuses to take the medication her
doctor prescribes for this condition, finding the side effects of the
medicine more troublesome than the symptoms of her affliction.
Jenny got us to Jackson, where a smooth-talking Wal Mart cashier
led us to the postcards and signed our shirts, telling us that he was happy
for the practice in signing his autograph as he expected to sign it a lot
when that scholarship he got to LSU propelled him into the NBA.
I took the wheel again when we left the Wal Mart, my nerves
shredded from wondering when Jenny was going to tank. Anyway, I was
determined to take us into Memphis as I'd promised the evening before.
But first I had to finish traversing Mississippi for the sole purpose of
cutting a little half-moon path into northwestern Louisiana and
southwestern Arkansas.

It was already late in the morning by the time we entered the tiny

general store in Transylvania, Louisiana, where one of the six or seven
people who live in the town signed our shirts. To our pleasant surprise,
the sparsely stocked store carried postcards, all of them bearing a single
image: the town's pride and joy, the Transylvania Gin Mill.
From Transylvania, it didn't take long to get to Arkansas, and we
piled out on the side of the road to take pictures in front of the "Welcome
to Arkansas, Home of President William Jefferson Clinton" sign, upon
8

which someone spray-painted a colorful addendum concerning Bill's and
Hillary's peculiar sexual proclivities in a very neat script.
We made our loop through Louisiana and Arkansas in under two
hours and crossed Old Man River back into Mississippi for the rest of the
haul up to Memphis. We were anxious to get to Grace land, our first real
"destination" of the trip. In the meantime, we began to get settled in with
one another. It hadn't been that long since Lana and I had actually gotten
along as friends, let alone sisters, and we sniffed each other out the way
animals do when they suddenly find themselves sharing territory, being
playful but at the same time marking boundaries. I could see Jenny was
choosing to remain a neutral character in this process, watching and
waiting to see who was going to pounce first.

Holly Ridge, AR 11 :32 a.m. CDT
Bought Cokes in a bottle... why does Coke always taste better in a
bottle?.. .Ick, !just burped up my Prozac... the little downtown here is nice
but I wouldn't want to live here unless I was hiding from the mob...

Lana and Jenny dozed off as I finished the drive up through
Mississippi, giving me a chance to sit quietly and think. I was still having
trouble believing the reality of my remarkable situation; I kept wondering
when someone was going to kick me and wake me up. I was finally
doing the one thing I'd always dreamed of when I was a kid--escaping
from my life. Growing up, I manifested this impulse in a number of
ways: drugs, withdrawal, and an obsession with suicide.

9
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A few months before the trip, a series of misfortunes precipitated a
crisis in my life, forcing me to decide once and for all whether I really
wanted to live or really wanted to die. It seemed everything was
crumbling around me, and when my girlfriend told me she could no
longer stand to see my pain, I took it to mean she could no longer stand to
see me, and I crumbled too. Mary Kay wanted me to go into therapy, but
I could not get past my disdain for the touchy-feely "therapeutic culture"
in time to save what was left of our relationship.
I finally did go into therapy--after a laughably feeble suicide
attempt-- and began an inner odyssey through what felt like one of those
Halloween horror houses where things pop out at you, grabbing and
terrifying and repulsing you, but you have to keep looking because you're
fascinated and also because you want to see the light at the end.
Early into my treatment I started taking Prozac, which, coupled
with the talk-therapy, really did help me feel better. But I needed
something else besides another drug and talking about my problems with
a woman who charged me a hundred and ten dollars an hour for the
privilege. And, as I crossed the Tennessee line, I was hoping that I would
find this ineffable "something" somewhere out on the road.

We reached Memphis at around 2:30, well behind schedule. It was
not difficult to find Graceland, because in Memphis, all roads lead to
Graceland. We debated in the parking lot on whether to actually take the
tour or just look at the house from the street, go to the gift shop, and get
the hell out. We opted for the latter, concluding that none of us was
really an Elvis fan and $1 2.50 seemed like a lot to pay to see some tacky
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furnishings when we could visit any number of relatives' homes while out
on the road and see some perfectly shocking furnishings for free.
We found our postcards at the gift shop in the great complex of
Elvis-related commerce across the street from the estate. While there, I
tried on a 50s-era Elvis black pompadour wig, along with a pair of
70s-era Elvis gold-toned-with-holes-in-the-earpieces sunglasses. I was
still wearing these when I asked a reluctant Graceland employee to sign
my shirt, which she did only after I threatened to belt out "In the Ghetto"
way, way off key in the middle of her store.

29 July 1995 North Memphis, TN 5:40p.m. CDT
We stood on the hallowed ground ofour Lord and Savior, Elvis Presley.
Didn't take the tour, but bought postcards and badgered a Graceland
employee to sign my shirt. Just ate some vile, greasy McDonald's food
for its soporific effect-- a desperate attempt to go to sleep now so I can
make the night drive to Springfield. I could give a shit about seeing
Misery... err... Missouri.

I started drifting into sleep after we left Graceland, but not before I
caught a glimpse of some of the poverty that surrounds it. We passed out
of Memphis to the north, viewing the fabled Beale street only from a
downtown overpass. Once you pass the big Sun Records sign, there's not
much to look at until you reach the "formal" projects, which are followed
immediately by a rambling row of roadside shanties. We traveled a
stretch of road that defied the city's evident New South prosperity, a
stretch that seemed to deny the very existence of a "new" South at all.
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For a good ten minutes I looked out on a squalor that made me ashamed
to be involved in so trivial a pursuit as a road trip. Compounding my
guilt was my sister's insistence on videotaping the masses of porch-bound
people, as if they were so many actors in a Faulknerian tragedy. Too
tired to argue with her, I stretched my tired body across the back bench
seat and closed my eyes. Sleep came quickly after that, and though it was
necessary and deep, it was not peaceful for the dreams.

12

Chapter 2

Memphis, TN to Capulin, NM

29 July 1995 6 p.m. to 10 p.m. CDT
Steph MIA somewhere in Kentucky
Charleston, MO 10:48 p.m. CDT
Stopped at a Po ' Folks attached to a truck stop... waitress signed our
shirts and in doing so neglected to charge us for our delicious
"Calabash-style " shrimp... we left $5 tip and proceeded to buy
gumballs .. .jackpot, baby. .. I'll be driving to Springfield now. Boy them
scrimps was good.
Lana informed me we got lost looking for Fulton, Kentucky. It
seemed the beautiful two-lane we charted to take us there was undergoing
repairs and ended in an abrupt halt about twenty miles outside the city
limits. Notice I said abrupt halt, as in no detours, no roundabout alternate
road, just what amounted to a "tum around, go back twenty-five miles
and get on another road" sign. Undaunted, Lana and Jenny baGktracked
down Rt. 123, and went not only the prescribed twenty-five miles, but an
extra fifteen for good measure, putting us pretty much back in Tennessee
after about two solid hours of driving.
I guess the girls eventually found Fulton, because I got a postcard
from there reading "Steph's asleep - the big loser. Had to write her card.
Not a Kentucky Fried in sight."

I regained consciousness at around ten o'clock. Jenny shook me
awake in the parking lot of a truck stop boasting a Po' Folks restaurant.
Startled and utterly disoriented, I stumled past a sign in the entranceway

welcoming me to Charleston, Missouri. We found a booth in the comer,
away from the din of trucker gossip and whining children. It seemed
Lana and Jenny had been able to locate a Kentucky Fried Chicken in
Kentucky after all, and thus ordered only coffee. I ordered the special,
which our waitress assured me was a favorite among her regulars.
Calabash-style jumbo shrimp was the menu's claim. There were no jokes
about the paradox of "jumbo shrimp" to make about my dinner, but it was
good, greasy road grub.
On the way out of the restaurant I passed a large gumball machine
of the sort where the sugary spheres must pass through an obstacle course
before you can claim them. Attached to the machine, a hand-lettered sign
declared that anyone getting a black gumball would win a free steak
dinner, a $7.99 value. Now, I've never been the gambling kind, but
twenty-five cents seemed a small enough wager. I put my shiny quarter
in the slot and watched joyfully as my little black beauty made her run,
jumping and turning and coming to a graceful halt in her chrome stall.
The waitress and a tooth-deprived fry cook witnessed my feat and offered
me the dinner. The gaming spirit upon her (and not to be outdone), Lana
put a quarter in the slot, and she, too, came up with a winner. Regarding
us with the suspicion I'm certain she reserved for heretics, the waitress
said she would not have believed we had won twice in a row if she hadn't
seen it with her own eyes. The fry-cook piped in that he had been
watching people try for months --settin' right thar in thet booth to smoke,

jest watchin ' and waitin '--and had never seen anybody come close. (?!)
Being full (and somewhat nauseated) from our dinners, we politely
declined the offer of the two steaks. But, always eager to get something
for nothing, we asked if we could use the estimated value of our winnings
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as barter at the attached convenience store. Puzzled, and by this time
quite annoyed with us, the waitress gave us a handwritten voucher for
$15.98. We took this next door, where a similarly puzzled and annoyed
assistant store manager took her time in deciding whether she should
accept it. Coming to our aid was a pretty young cashier behind a
cigarette-laden counter who lobbied hard for us, finally convincing her
boss to take it. We left the store with two twelve-packs of Coca-Cola,
several bags of chips and pretzels, three beef jerkies, a pack of gum, and
the cashier's ungranted plea to come along with us, and stole off into the
Western night.

30July Springfield, MO 4:03a.m. CDT
I wish we had driven through Missouri in the daytime - it is hilly and
green and absolutely beautiful. I expected flat, dull land, but we drove
through the foothills ofthe Ozarks. I felt more alive in all that natural
beauty than I have in a long time - maybe ever. I feel young and free and
easy.

I knew I would have to make the drive through Missouri without
benefit of conversation. Jenny drove us from Memphis and Lana kept her
out of her narcoleptic trances by providing constant stimulation. Now
they were both exhausted, and, in spite of the pot of coffee they'd just
consumed, they quickly fell asleep. I dreaded facing the long night drive
alone, especially through a state like Missouri, where I was certain there
would be precious little to sustain my interest.
I first noticed the subtle changes in the landscape as we neared
Poplar Bluff. I had quite forgotten that lower Missouri contains the
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northern ranges of the Ozarks. I'd always conceived of Missouri as a flat
and dismal state, but as U.S. Highway 60 began it's ascent into the piney
forests of the Ozarks' foothills, I abandoned my harsh, pre-conceived
notions. I drove all night, from a little past eleven until four the next
morning, relishing the beauty that was mine to enjoy alone in my quiet
thoughts.
We made it into Springfield by 4 a.m. I woke Lana up and
together we found an all-night Wal Mart where we purchased our post
cards. I also had to buy a new camera; it seems I had remembered to
pack the really important things like hair gel and toenail clippers but had
forgotten the slight detail of a picture-taking apparatus. When we
returned to the van, Lana consulted the triptik and declared that we would
be catching Route 66 going into Joplin. Visions ofKerouac played like
shadows on the blacktop, getting their kicks in the desolation of the early
mommg.

Riverton, KS 6:05am CDT
Stopped on Route 66 and took picture ofLana pis sing on the side ofthe
road. ..can 'tfind a postcard though.

Route 66 brought us to Riverton, Kansas at about six a.m. We
found a gas station adjacent to a wheat field and pulled in, not
considering that this was Smalltown, Kansas on a Sunday morning and
perhaps twenty-four hour conveniences were not as customary here as
they are in our hometown metropolis. Anyway, we didn't really need
gas, only bathrooms and postcards. And when the owner showed up at
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6:30 to open, we only needed postcards, having relieved ourselves at the
base of the "Historic Route 66" sign posted across the street. When we
asked the owner for postcards, she gave us a sideways glance and
smirkingly told us she didn't stock postcards as there was not much of a
demand for souvenirs from Riverton. She graciously signed our shirts,
though ("Kelly Cram from the Land of Ah's"), and asked us which way
we were headed. When we told her we planned on cutting south out of
Kansas, and then down through Oklahoma City to Amarillo, her sleepy
eyes brightened. Her sister, she told us, worked for a truck stop off I -40
at the edge of the city, and wouldn't it be neat if we could go there and
have her sign our shirts for Texas. We agreed that it would indeed be
neat, and we set off west in search of Ms. Tammy Lindsey, late of the
Petro Truck Plaza in Amarillo.
Coffeyville, KS 8:14 am CDT
After two hours of driving we're still in Kansas. It 's all right, though.
Coffeyville was worth the detour... would like to come back to Kansas
sometime when I 'm not in such a hurry...been waiting all morning for a
house to drop onto my sister...l don't guess we 'll be making "Amarillo by
Morning. " Sorry, George...

We were well across the border into Oklahoma when Lana brought
the van to a screeching halt. We'd forgotten the postcards in Kansas.
The postcards were Lana's idea, and finding them became an almost holy
mission for her. If we didn't have a complete set of forty-eight postcards
when we returned, she didn't want to even complete the trip. We should
just go home and forget the whole damn thing. I told her she was being
ridiculous, that I was sure Jack Kerouac never made anyone tum around
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so he could get a goddamned postcard, and that I felt we needed to press
on if we were going to make it to Colorado before nightfall. Jenny was
equivocal on the matter, making it a three way tie. After exchanging a
number of choice epithets in what amounted to the first of our road wars,
I relented, and we turned the van around and headed back to Kansas.
Because we were already so far west into Oklahoma, we decided to
take a northbound spur off U.S. 60 instead of going back the way we
came in. In hindsight, the return to Kansas proved a remarkable side trip,
for the hour-long diversion led us to Coffeyville, where the infamous
Dalton Brothers robbed the Condon Bank. Jenny and I took pictures of
one another lying between the cartoonish Dalton corpses painted on the
porch of the old bank building, and my anger over backtracking subsided
into the joy of exploring a Wild West town, whatever the circumstances
of getting there.
Back on the road, we shared our agreement that the detour had
been worth it, but in the back of my mind I was thinking about the drive
ahead, and calculating where we'd be when we lost the light of day. I
figured we'd be entering Colorado, the only state I was really dying to
see.
Rolling through the prairies of Oklahoma, taking the interstate to
make up for lost time, I replayed the morning's events in my head to the
mantra-like soundtrack of Lana is always right, Stephanie is always
wrong. I wanted to press on, Lana wanted to go back. Because we went

back, we made a nice discovery and maintained the integrity of our
postcard collection. But it meant I'd miss out on one of the few
experiences I really wanted--driving over the Rocky Mountains at early
sunset, a watercolor dream soaked in my mind' s eye since the trip ' s
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inception. Because I relented, I kept the peace, my prescribed role since
childhood. As we descended into Texas, Lana was still gloating over her
victory, cheerfully unaware of the sick dynamic that brought it to her,
while I silently cried in a defeat so familiar it was actually comforting,
especially to one so far away from home.

Amarillo, TX 3:13p.m. CDT
Halle-fucking-lujah, we made it out of Oklahoma... Lana drove like a bat
out ofhell: 90 mph most of the way--and got us here in record time...I
cannot wait to get to Colorado--] hope we get some daylight time there.
We 're at the Petro Truck Plaza off1-40, but I don't have to go potty
because we pissed on the side ofthe road about 45 miles back.

Oklahoma was pretty for about fifteen minutes, but a monotonous,
tumbleweedy drag of a haul for the other three or so hours. Passing into
the Texas panhandle brought no significant change in the scenery, except
for the billboards proclaiming the state's many virtues, most especially its
superior size. When we began seeing signs for Amarillo, I was charged
with keeping an eye out for the Petro Truck Plaza sign. I spotted it at
about 3:15, way past lunch time, so before setting out to find Ms.
Lindsey, we sat in the restaurant of the huge complex and ordered-- what
else?-- Texas barbecue. Of course, I knew better than to order barbecue
in a truck stop, no matter how fancy the Old West-style wagon wheel
decor. What came to us in lieu of the barbecue rib slab platter with Texas
toast was a pre-formed, McRib-like meat patty beside two slices of
Wonder bread. At least the coffee was strong, and I'd need it to offset the
drowsing effect of the Valium I knew I'd eventually pop.
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We found Tammy Lindsey at the huge diesel station in back of the
plaza. She worked behind a counter processing big-rig fuel orders. With
an expression of befuddlement, she signed our shirts next to her sister's
name. I had a feeling we were the high point in a day that probably
hadn't provided many. She asked us to take her picture with the shirts
and we obliged, but she didn't give us an address for sending the print
and we never asked.

Capulin, NM 6:48p.m. MDT
Lana made us go to the Cadillac Graveyard out on Old Route 66, taking
us off the track and putting us on some God-forsaken 2-lane road where
we couldn 't even pick up a radio station, but, I must admit, it was better
than the interstate.. .messing with truckers on the CB... "Breaker 1-9,
Breaker 1-9, this here's LadyBeaver- c 'mon back with a radio check. .. "
At least we have CDs ... we're cruising with Bette Midler, the Black
Crowes, and, occasionally, a blessed silence. Stopped for gas and Milk
Duds in Capulin-- no drugs, no crime, no gays (according to the
convenience store lady who pointed out the charming little mission
church across the road). Two small boys and a dog sit outside the
store...five minutes up the volcano, eh?

Following a quick jaunt to the Cadillac graveyard (which, if you've
never seen pictures of it, defies description), we pointed the van toward
New Mexico. It was during this drive that I got my first real sense of the
relative desolation of much of the American West. We could not even
tune in a radio station we were so far away from civilization. We drove
for many miles never seeing another soul. We were so confidant of our
complete privacy that we stopped on a narrow shoulder of the highway
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and took turns urinating at the side of the van, much to the amusement of
a passing trucker who honked his appreciation for the spectacle.
Throughout the trip, we stopped to relieve ourselves on some of the
prettiest stretches of road in America. I must say, I believe there are few
experiences more liberating than whizzing on a major thoroughfare,
though I cannot pinpoint exactly why that is.

Entering New Mexico signaled a change for us. We were now
officially a long way from home. We stopped in tiny Capulin, population

150 including the livestock. Two grubby little boys greeted us outside the
town's only mini-mart. One pointed to a tall, volcano-like mesa in the
distance and told us we could drive up it in "oh--about five minutes." He
offered to go with us to show us the way, but we explained our hurry to
get to Colorado and gave him a box of newly-purchased Milk Duds.
Back on the road, we discussed our fears about breaking down in the
middle of nowhere, each taking comfort in the others' certainty that
nothing bad was going to happen. Of course, my certainty was
completely feigned, but effective for its purpose nonetheless. Actually,
as we began the ascent into Colorado, I had no real fear that something
bad would happen, only the sickening sense that if something bad did
happen, it would probably be my fault.
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Chapter 3

Capulin, NM to Grand Canyon, AZ

Trinidad, CO 8:37p.m. MDT
Driving into Colorado was incredible ...Jenny and I were smiling wide,
goofy smiles for reasons neither of us could articulate--Rocky Mountain
High? ... have a sudden urge to listen to John Denver... Trinidad is what I
imagine to be a typical little Western town--lights in the valley look like
stars in a soft black sky (poetic, huh?). Old drunk at the Connoco asks
"where ya gain'? where ya been?" then looks at the van and vanishes.
It's really dark now, not much to look at, and that means it's sleepy
time... where the hell 'd I pack that Dramamine?

The drive into Colorado seemed interminable. As the sun set to the
west over New Mexico, I was still pushing north on U.S. 64 trying to
reach the border before complete dark. Jenny screamed when she saw the
multicolored "Colorado" sign, and, because she needed to get it on
videotape to win her bet, Lana asked me to tum the van around. We all
piled out onto the shoulder of the road and took each others' pictures
under.the welcome sign. It was pretty near nightfall, but there was just
enough light to show me the beautiful mountain I wouldn't see as we
drove over it that night. Still, even through my sorrow, I was glad to be
in Colorado, a place that had always held a strong allure for me, even
though I'd never lived there nor had any real connection to it. Perhaps it
was all those John Denver songs I used to moon over when I was a kid.
We drove into tiny Trinidad and, though there was not much to see
in the gathering darkness, we took a quick tour of the old downtown.
Quaint buildings fronted the streets and a horse and buggy sat outside an
old hotel anticipating customers. There was a roughness to the people we

saw, and I imagined these folks to be the descendants of old miners and
cowboys and bank robbers. We found a gas station at the edge of the
city, where a haggard old coot who bore a striking resemblance to Willie
Nelson signed our shirts. He also checked out our van through the front
window and asked us a number of unsettling questions, in the "you girls
travelin' alone?" and "where ya stayin'?" vein. I got what you might call
a bad vi be off the old man, and rustled my companions out of the store.
I had driven across Missouri the night before and hadn't slept five
good minutes that whole day, what with the postcard fiasco and all. I
drowned two Dramamines with a stale Diet Coke and told my sister to
rattle me awake when she couldn't drive anymore. I woke up of my own
volition several hours later in the parking lot of the Alamosa Days Inn.
31 July Alamosa, CO 2:57a.m. MDT
I think my ass is broken. ..limp toward the convenience store next door ... I
hate convenience store bathrooms ... no TP! Never any TP! This time I
scream out to the bleary-eyed midnight clerk, "Could you see fit to bring
me some goddamned paper...J've r-e-a-l-1-y gotta go, ifya know what I
mean. " No time for embarrassment in that kind ofplight. Mercifully, he
obliged. Handed it right under the stall, poor bastard. Hate to think
what I'd have done if he didn't. The thought of coming out and taking a
crap all over his shiny counter occurred to me. Limp back to the
van... Lana and Jenny wake only long enough to inform me it's my turn to
drive ...yeah, whatever, let 's go.

Returning to the van after the toilet paper ordeal, I spied Lana and
Jenny sprawled out dead to the world in the front bucket seats. I
stumbled to the driver's side door and fell down on one knee. My left leg
was fairly paralyzed and my left hip and buttock were shooting with pain
from sleeping on an erect seat belt buckle. I yelled to my sister for help,
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as my ass was apparently broken. She stirred but did not come to my aid,
opting instead to crawl into my former berth in the back seat, yielding the
driver' s seat--and the responsibility for getting us safely over the
mountain--to me.
Completing the night drive through Colorado proved to be a
painfully slow prospect. "Drive at your own risk" signs prompted me to
decelerate several times on stretches of road that were unpaved and
therefore particularly treacherous (even, I imagine, in the light of day). I
had to brake a number of times to avoid hitting furry little woodland
creatures romping in the road. A final stop arose from Lana' s need to
pee, which she did on the gravelly, deserted mountain pass, just for fun.
Four Points, AZ, CO, NM, & UT 8 a.m. MDT
Postcards, ring, necklace...oh yeah, FREE admission to white girls in
white vans only... old Native woman sold me some jewelry...! wanted to
talk with her but didn 't have the nerve.

The morning brought us back to New Mexico, but this time to the
northwest comer, clear across the state from where we ' d entered the
evening before. We had plans to visit the Four Comers National Park,
where Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona, and Utah meet, the only place in
America where you can stand in four states at one time. We reached the
park before it opened, and the phalanx ofNative American and Mexican
vendors who peddle silver jewelry and feathered dream catchers to
tourists were still setting up their booths. The fee for entrance was five
dollars, but a leering old Mexican at the gate let us in for free, I think
because Jenny showed him some leg. I bought a silver ring for my
thumb, and a beautiful silver and lapis necklace for Mary Kay, these from
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an old Native woman whose sun-weary face mirrored the cracked, hard
red clay of the American Southwest. I wanted to talk to her, or at least sit
and listen to her tell stories of her life, but I thought it would insult her to
ask; my twenty dollar purchase did not entitle me to any piece of her
private world.
Being in a place like the Four Comers made me think about the
arbitrariness of boundaries, about how the lines we draw to keep us
broken up into manageable pieces are meaningless against the wholeness
of the earth and sky. From one spot I stood in four states with four
different flags, four different license plates, four different monikers for
their inhabitants, all meant to keep artificially separate what nature brings
together at a common point. Thinking now about my discomfort in
dealing with the old woman, I figure it was the inevitable result of the
clashes that my recent ancestors had with her recent ancestors over such
artificial boundaries, in which they ignored the ancient scheme of a
common humanity and erected the invisible walls whose remnants still
keep us apart.

Teec Nos Pas, NM 8:15a.m. MDT
Like refried beans, New Mexico is better the second day... beautiful
igneous something-or-other called Shiprock--looks like the mashed potato
sculpture Richard Dreyfus fashioned in "Close Encounters "... are we the
only pale-faces in town? ... Native American children signed our shirts in
the General Store... a tri-lingual "Food Stamps Accepted Here" sign
hangs in the window.. .Jesus, Lana--don 't take a picture of that old
Injun. ..
Our triptik maker did not make any provision for a trip into Utah,
feeling that we had so many other important places to see that we could
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just stand in the Utah portion of the Four Comers and that should be
enough. But Fate (and Lana) had other plans. We left the Four Comers
going back into New Mexico, stopping at a general store in Teec Nos Pos
to mail our postcards. Luckily, we had been able to find Utah postcards
back at the Four Comers. However, Lana pointed out to us that they
would not bear a Utah postmark if we mailed them from Teec Nos Pos,
and what the hell good is a post card from one place if you mail it from
another?

Mexican Hat, UT 11:07 a.m. MDT
Took a sharp right onto US 191 so we can go up to fucking Utah for a
postmark...but, hey, what's the rush? ... To my total amazement, I find that
Utah is as stunningly beautiful as what I saw of Colorado, except in a
different, much "redder" sort ofway... and not a Mormon in
sight... stoppedfor a gas-up and a Big Boy Ice Cream to eat on the way to
the Big Hole.
Addendum: Tonalea, AZ 11:50 am MT --Lana is always right.

Again, Lana made a good call. She took the first road she saw that
pointed toward Utah, and I found on the big map that it came out into
Arizona. How prodigious I sneered to myself. Utah was another state,
like Missouri, I had many faulty pre-conceived notions about. I thought
for some reason that it would be flat, sandy, monochromatic. The
evidence outside the windows was quite to the contrary. The piece of
southern Utah we drove through that morning ranks among the most
beautiful landscapes I've ever seen, and certainly the most unique. The
thousand shades of red in the mesas sat against an expanse of sky so blue
and clear that particular day it almost hurt to look at it, as if doing so
would make any other sky on any other day a total disappointment. I
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thought deeply in those canyons, about my life and how this trip was
going to save it in some way I didn't quite understand yet. I could feel
something long dead inside me stirring and stretching, reaching for that
sky.
We mailed the postcards from a town called Mexican Hat, so
called because one of its mesas looks like a big sombrero. We lunched
on Big Boy Choco-chip Cookie Ice Cream Sandwiches and the
remaining Missouri Po' Folks Cokes. With a sufficient sugar buzz, Lana
took the wheel and floored it in the general direction of the Grand
Canyon.

We reached the big hole at around 2 o'clock, which in the summer
is still quite early. The drive took less than time than it should have,
primarily, I believe, because Lana tore across the hot, flat Arizona asphalt
at an average speed of 95 miles per hour, taking enormous pride in her
ability to keep other cars from passing her on the narrow stretch of
two-lane road (her motto for the day: "I go fast so I don't get passed").
The turnoff at the park's gate does not immediately bring you to
the Canyon, and the drive through the entrance roads took a good hour. I
found myself growing increasingly impatient as Lana navigated the
winding roads; I'd wanted to see the Grand Canyon since childhood, my
appetite whetted by the Brady Bunch episode where that happily
amalgamated family (and Ann B. Davis as Alice) take to canyon on
mules. I knew the later we got to the park the less of a chance there
would be for a mule ride. I was right. We found out the rides start out
only in the morning, and we'd missed our opportunity. But I gave up my
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disappointment a little later, when I overheard a snippet of conversation
between a couple of park visitors describing the hellish experience of
sitting on a stinky mule for eight hours smelling only the ass' ass ahead of
you.

If you've never seen the Canyon, no amount of description can
produce a sufficient mental image for you. The vast emptiness of the
hole is what strikes you immediately and most forcefully, but then your
eyes start detecting the fine gradations of colors subtly layered in the
open earth rock, and you stand mesmerized, not knowing why. At least
that is how I experienced it.
I had at the Grand Canyon a small epiphany of the sort about which
I've always been cynical when hearing it from others. I don't believe the
Canyon possesses any special powers as an oracle, but I felt like I might
have been able to whisper a question into it and the have some sort of
profound truth echoed back at me. To say it more simply, I felt the
presence of God with me in the Canyon that day, a presence that brought
me great comfort for the few moments I allowed myself to enjoy it.

After spending a couple of hours exploring a very small portion of
the Canyon we decided to have an early dinner at one of the park' s
restaurants. Our waitress, a hippie-dippy sort with straight blonde hair
and stoned blue eyes, was so impressed with the tale of our road trip
adventure that she did not charge us for our soups, desserts, or coffees.
The only items she did charge us for were our entrees of "packer stew,"
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the stringy meat of which I was highly suspicious, having noticed the
relative abundance of squirrels outside the restaurant.
I left the Canyon a different person than when I came in. There
was something about the Canyon which allowed me to objectify my very
small self in its huge context, helping me to put myself and my problems
into a more reasonable perspective. I left with a deeper sense of my tiny
but not insignificant place in the world. As we drove away, I hoped to
myself that I would remember that day for a long time, remember the
peace I felt for a few hours in a place that looked bigger than my
problems.

Grand Canyon, AZ 5 p.m. MDT
I have never seen anything so big in all my life. I cannot comprehend the
magnitude, the absolute miracle ofthis place. There are a thousand
colors to see all at once and my brain cannot register all ofthem, but it's
trying... It's really strange--you 'd think a place like this would make you
feel really small and insignificant, but it's not like that. It makes me feel
like I have a place in nature, in that oft-cited "greater scheme of the
universe. " It reminds me ofthat John Denver song I listened to last night
where he sings "a part ofeverything is here in me. " It's corny, but it
feels true.
Today, I believed in God and I believed in salvation through His Son,
Jesus Christ, and I believed Both revealed Themselves to me in the
Canyon. ..I wept openly on a rock down there, and thanked Them for
Their time and for mine. Thank You again God for giving me the strength
to hang in long enough to see this place. Please, now, help me to
remember how good life was today when somewhere down the road I feel
like my own "grand canyon" is swallowing me up.
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Chapter 4

Grand Canyon, AZ to Los Angeles, CA

Lana decided to sleep on the drive from the Grand Canyon into Las
Vegas. Our plan was to reach the Strip by midnight, find a cheap room,
take our first shower in three solid days, lose a little money in the slots,
and head to L.A. in the morning. Jenny and I took turns driving the
desert roads out of Arizona and into Nevada.
I felt funny being alone with Jenny, without having Lana in on the
conversation. I liked Jenny, but I'd always found her uninteresting and a
little plastic. Jenny is not what I'd call deep; she has always seemed to
me rather more interested in appearance over accomplishment. I don't
mean to suggest that Jenny isn't bright, I just think she thinks she isn't
bright, and therefore has given up on any effort to deepen herself. I
dreaded into what vapid comers our conversations might sweep, if they
went anywhere at all. That's why I was so shocked as our conversation
darkened with the oncoming night.
The words came slowly, cautiously, as if each of us were testing
how far the other might be willing to go. I began to remember little
things from childhood concerning Jenny, like how once I called her
mother "Mrs. Lamerson" only to be told her last name was something
different from Jenny's. My parents being married, the idea of a child
bearing a different last name than that of her mother was completely
foreign to me. I also remember a series of men living in Jenny' s house, a
succession of husbands her mother found and lost with eyebrow-raising

frequency. They were all fairly unremarkable except for one, who for
some reason I could not explain gave me the willies.
Growing up, I was no stranger to the willies. I think children who
are preyed upon develop a hyper-vigilance about maintaining their safety.
I remember the first time I felt discomfort around my own father, whom I
had loved enough when I was very little to ask if he would marry me
someday. I was taking a bath, my seven year old body not yet betraying
any signs of womanhood. My father entered the bathroom without
knocking, something he had done before without me even flinching, but
this time I felt an uneasiness in his presence, as if he wanted to do or say
something he could not quite understand. He stood there looking at me in
the tub, silent and quite intent, but unmoving. I laughed to break the
awkward silence, then asked him what was for dinner. He answered
absently, then approached the side of the tub and grabbed a washcloth
from the edge of it. He dipped it in the water and began to wash my back
with a softness I found very pleasant, Very comforting. He again dropped
the cloth into the water, but this time he dropped his hand with it, and I
felt it rub against the parts of my body my grandmother called "privates."
It didn't hurt me, not at first, but I felt he was hurt. I asked him if he

would leave so I could get out of the tub, and he did, but he would be
back with increasing frequency until I learned to lock the door.
I did not relate this story to Jenny, nor did she relate any specific
details of her own experiences, but as we drove through the darkness, we
each acknowledged that we had been somehow hurt by a man charged
with our care. Each of us had experienced in some way the shattering
violation of trust that occurs when a man lets his carnal desires supersede
his sacred obligation to protect and nurture the children placed in his
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hands. I felt closer to Jenny than I ever had before, and I felt happy that
she trusted me enough to share these dark secrets.
Thinking back on this conversation now I am exceedingly thankful
for two things. First, that I was finally able to open up to someone other
than my therapist about the abuse I suffered at the hands of my father.
Talking about is the best way to get rid of the shame, but I had never been
able to broach the subject with friends for fear of causing discomfort or
eliciting the pity of which I dreaded being an object.
And second, I am grateful that Lana was sleeping soundly during
it. If she had been awake, our conversation would have steered a hundred
miles out of the way of our abuse. She is very nearly opposite me in
dealing with the issue: I want to scream it from the mountain, pop it like
the boil it is, letting the poison out so the wound can heal, whereas Lana
would rather swim upstream through a river of snot than to even mention
it.
It's not that Lana won't talk about our father, because she will, but
she usually only relates pieces of his more benign craziness, the ones with
an obvious punch line. Like his compulsion to wear women's
housedresses when cleaning house, or his predilection for using aliases
(for his fiftieth birthday she ordered a cake bearing the inscription
"Happy Birthday Bob, Richard, Danny, Ted, and Rico"), or his legendary
weight loss regimen of Chinese food, Ex-Lax, and walking in the
noon-time heat wearing cut-out Hefty bags under his sweats.
Our father was once diagnosed as a paranoid schizophrenic, but we
were never certain if he was really crazy or only acting like it to get out of
trouble with the law, like he told us he was. He has been on a disability
pension since our family moved to Florida back in 1977, and for years I
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thought it was because of his "bad back." I recently discovered that a
good part of his pension is for psychiatric problems, which solved an old
mystery for me stemming from an incident my older brother Paul related
a few years ago:
Paul had taken my father to the Social Security office for a review
of his records. They sent him to a doctor who was to evaluate him for
further eligibility. This was during the nightmare Reagan years, when
Social Security began dropping people from the rolls in droves. Paul
waited in the lobby with my father, and just as they were calling him in,
my father took a long, furtive swig out of a brown bottle. The next thing
Paul knows, they're asking him to get my father out of the office and
handing him the papers guaranteeing another few years of benefits. It
seems the bottle contained syrup of Ipecac, and when the doctor started
asking my father questions, he began throwing up and screaming that he
was too sick to work. When Paul told me this story I could not
understand what all this had to do with his "bad back." Now I know why.
If the man really is crazy or just crazy like a fox, no one, not even my
father himself I suspect, will ever know.

1 August Las Vegas, NV 12:08 a.m. PDT
Oh my God--I've never seen so many lights--can you imagine the electric
bills? .. .people here drive like assholes... hey, look at that guy--can you say
"mob?" I'll bet his name is something like Johnny Roast Beef ..Caesar's
Palace $149, Bourbon Street $45, hmmmmmm .... oh, shit, is that the
Bourbon Street?
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We came upon the Hoover Dam around eleven o' clock; it looked
like a mirage after so many miles of unbroken darkness. It is a beautiful
sight and one that confirms the great American belief that man can do
anything he puts his mind to. Rolling into Vegas from the south further
reinforces this notion, for the approaching acreage is just a barren desert,
but myth has it that one man' s pure force of will brought a glittering city
to that vast tract of nothingness. I had never been that interested in
visiting Las Vegas, conceiving of at it as nothing more than a few city
blocks of cheese. But the energy of the city consumes everyone who
enters it, and I couldn' t wait to partake of the hedonistic buffet.
The first place we tried to find a room was Caesar's Palace, for
we'd heard that rooms are really cheap in Vegas because they want you
spend your money on the tables. Well, the desk clerk must have sniffed
out the sad fact that I had about twenty dollars allotted for gambling and
told me the only room he had available was a small one next to the
service elevator, which I could get fot the discount price of $149 for the
night. I left dejected, with a sneaking suspicion that the open-collared,
medallion-wearing high-roller standing behind me got the Presidential
Suite for $30, including a Continental breakfast.
We eventually found a room at the Bourbon Street, a smallish
hotel off the Strip featuring middle-aged cocktail waitresses sporting bad
perms and entirely too much blue eye shadow who begrudgingly bring
complimentary cocktails to cheap bastards who never tip more than a
buck, even when they' re on a roll. We did the only sensible thing there,
which was to peel off our three-day old garb, shower, dress, and hit the
Flamingo Hilton--Bugsy's digs--which was just around the comer.
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I headed for the slots immediately, followed by a hotel security
guard who I think felt certain I was up to no good. I played my roll of
quarters slowly, methodically, and when the fat lady finished her tune I
had won around fifty dollars (and lost forty five). I went to find Lana,
who was menacing a roulette dealer with her naked ignorance of the rules
of his game. She was, however, up twenty-five dollars, until she asked
me to counsel her on her next bet. She wanted to bet black. I said, no,
bet red, because red was the color of Mary Kay's hair when I met her.
Against her better judgment, Lana bet red. She did not yell at me when
the dealer took her twenty-five in chips, nor did she smile. She just
looked at me and pronounced, very matter-of-fact like, "You are such a
loser."
We returned to the Bourbon Street at around two a.m., after we'd
spent the dregs of our gambling money at an all-night diner on the Strip.
Lana and Jenny went up to the room, but I wasn't tired yet, so I stayed in
the lobby and bought a two dollar roll of nickels. I played those same
nickels until about 4:30, watching the parade of losers leave the emptying
casino one by one as night progressed into morning. I wondered what
kept these people going, the working-stiff class of gambler who stays at a
bum blackjack table trying to win back what little he brought with him,
which for him, was probably more than he could afford to lose. I never
considered that I was in any way associated with these losers, no matter
what Lana said.

1 August 1995 Las Vegas, NV 9:10a.m. PDT
Ahhhhh. .. a shower (a little bit of heaven right here on earth) ... SLOT
MACHINE MADNESS. .. bet red, yeah red--it was the color ofMK's hair
when I met her.. .Sorry you lost all your money, sis ...! am NOTa
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loser... win. ..lose .. .win. ..lose... can't wait to get out of here... let's get to
L.A ...
We were up by nine, packed and ready to hit the highway to Los
Angeles. We checked out, found a liquor store with postcards, then found
a grocery store where we bought provisions for lunch, including some
delicious summer peaches and plums. With the strains of Sheryl Crow's
poignant "Leaving Las Vegas" in the background, we shot some video as
we headed out of Sin City with neither newfound fortunes nor any deep
regrets.

Baker, CA 2:03p.m. PDT
115 degrees ...need I say more?
Calico, CA 2:35p.m. PDT
Are we in Mexico? ... no, we don 't have any fruit ...a movie set? cooool. .. is
Bobby DeNiro in it? I love him ... "you talkin' to me? Are you talkin ' to
me??? " Don 't miss "From Dusk 'til Dawn " coming soon to a theater
near you ....
The fruit I mentioned earlier only because it would become
significant about a hundred miles out of the city. We were somewhere on
I-15, past the "last chance" gas stations and tamale stands that provide a
corridor into the California desert. I was napping in the back seat when I
felt the van come to a sudden stop. Sitting up, I could not believe the
huge sign on what appeared to be some sort of toll plaza ahead. I put on
my glasses to make sure I was reading it correctly. It blazed, in big, gray,
block letters: WELCOME TO MEXICO. "What the fuck?" was my
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bemused initial reaction, followed by a brief bout with panic over
whether I'd completely purged my luggage of any trace of illicit
substances, as I'd intended to do before we left Clearwater. When we
reached the front of the line of cars, a stout woman in a U.S. Customs
uniform very benignly asked us where we were headed. We claimed Los
Angeles, and asked her where we might have gotten off the track. She
ignored us, and continued her rehearsed.litany of questions. She asked us
about our citizenship, to which I responded somewhat arrogantly, "We're
Americans." She then asked us if we had any proof, which we all heard
as "do you have any fruit?" I thought for a minute to conceal our bounty
of produce, purchased just a few short hours before in Vegas and growing
ever riper and more delicious in the bag. But, thinking it best not to
deceive an agent of our government, I admitted that, yes, we did have
fruit, and, pulling out the offending bag, hung my smuggling head in
shame.
The agent laughed so hard I thought she'd pee her drab green
pants. I began to wonder just what the hell was going on, how we had
gotten to the Mexican border without knowing it, and why this lady
wanted to confiscate our healthful snacks. Just then, the woman let us in
on a secret. We were not at the border and she was not a Customs agent.
We had rolled onto a movie set for Quentin Tarantino' s latest flick "From
Dusk 'til Dawn." She thanked us for stopping, and assured us that we
could keep our peaches.
I slept the rest of the way to Los Angeles--a hard, dreamless sleep
shattered a few hours into it by the searing whine of car horns peculiar to
the L.A. Freeway.
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Chapter 5

Los Angeles, CA to San Francisco, CA

I'd driven bad stretches of metropolitan expressway before, but
nothing prepared me for the chaos and lawlessness of the L.A. Freeway.
The Wild West is not a forgotten notion out there--it is an everyday
reality for the masses of the city' s commuters. Cars weave in and out of
traffic like demonic shuttles flying through a tapestry of impending
disaster. People honk for no other reason than to let you know that they
would sooner kill you than have to look at your taillights for the next ten
miles, so you'd better get out of the way. I'm sure we had a number of
small firearms pointed in our direction, but they remained mercifully out
of my line of sight. Thank God Lana was behind the wheel, the only one
of us with enough guts to challenge these heartless bastards on their own
terms. She quickly acclimated to the frenetic pace of freeway driving,
and, when we were finally able to exit, she took to the mean city streets
just as fiercely. I was proud of my little sister, proud of her huge,
metaphorical balls.
The first thing one must do when in Los Angeles is to find the big
HOLLYWOOD sign. You would think the Chamber of Commerce might
realize this and provide road markers for those who wish to see it. It took
us about an hour of death-defying driving to locate the general vicinity of
the sign, and another half hour to navigate the steep and winding hills
leading to a decent view of it. Jenny could barely contain her excitement
as we cruised the Hollywood Hills, wondering aloud which star lived in
which bungalow. She wanted to buy one of those maps that makes star
stalking so convenient, but neither Lana nor I would chip in on the

exorbitant $10 price. I wanted to share in Jenny' s excitement, but all my
favorite stars are long gone: Fred Astaire, Judy Garland, Bette Davis, and
my beloved Ethel Merman, whose spirit I channel occasionally in the
shower to the tune of "I've Got Rhythm."
We cruised around Hollywood some more, passing by the
impressive gates of Paramount Studios, looking for movie stars but
spotting none. We rolled casually down Santa Monica and Melrose
Boulevards, trying to glean some of their laid-back hipness for ourselves.
Jenny was absolutely mesmerized by what she witnessed all around her.
Her dream since childhood has been to become, simply, famous. All the
other projects of her life: school, jobs, and now an engagement, these
were just insignificant diversions, obstacles on the path to her true
destiny--to become a bright, shining Hollywood star. I do not think there
is anything wrong with such an aspiration, but I'd always wondered why
Jenny had remained so curiously passive in seeking it. She never took
acting lessons, never did community theater, never did anything as far as
I could tell but get herself prettied up every day (and she certainly is
pretty) and wait to be "discovered."
It was getting on about dinner time when Jenny suggested we eat

somewhere in Beverly Hills. I consulted the map and instructed Lana to
follow the sun west on Mulholland Drive, which would bring us to that
famous shopping district. I think Jenny truly believed she was going to
be miraculously discovered in the streets of Beverly Hills that evening,
and as Lana searched for a place to park, Jenny applied her makeup as
meticulously as if she were going to a screen test. I sat in the back seat
watching Jenny and thinking about Gloria Swanson in "Sunset
Boulevard"-- Mr. DeMille, I'm ready for my close up.
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We parked the van in an underground lot and, getting out, found
ourselves engulfed in a sea of cars bearing the choice emblems one would
expect to find in Beverly Hills: Mercedes, BMW, Rolls Royce, and the
occasional Range Rover. There was even one of those heavily fortified
Humvees, which look ridiculous in any other urban environment but
seem quite apropos for Los Angeles' driving conditions.
Ascending from the garage and up onto Rodeo Drive, we strolled
by Armani, Versace, Giorgio, each of us excitedly yelling out the famous
names as we read them on the storefronts. Starving and worn out from
the long drive, we began looking for a place to have dinner. We spent a
half hour trying to find a place that would seat us, because every
restaurant we approached had a dress code that one or another of us
somehow violated. All three of us were clothed in the casually sloppy
attire of road-trippers, clothes chosen for both driving and sleeping in
maximum comfort. In fashionable Beverly Hills, our attire was not as
fully appreciated as I though it might be in an age of haute-grunge
couture.
After the fifth place we tried turned us away, I suggested we get
out of Beverly Hills and go downtown to find a tamale stand. I was
hungry and I was tired and I was fed up with being treated scornfully by
mere maltres d' --glorified waiters in my book, no better than a hostess at
Denny's when you got right down to it. As I was expressing these
cranky sentiments, I watched Lana walk up to the maitre d ' at the swanky
Cafe Rodeo. He gave her "the look" and was just about to tum her away
when Lana broke him down with her self-deprecating charm. She started
explaining the nature of our road trip and that we had just driven all the
way from Vegas and she knew we looked like hell but could he please
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just find us a spot in the back of the restaurant--near the kitchen would be
O.K.--so we could sit for a minute and have some coffee to wake
ourselves up for the trip we were going to make up to San Francisco that
night.
I think she got through to him, because he seated us not in the back
near the kitchen but way up front, in the elevated and highly visible bar
area. He charged Jose, a tall, handsome Latino with smoky brown eyes
and one of those suave little Wayne Newton mustaches, with our care.
Jose served us with a pleasure I'm sure he didn't experience much at the
high-toned Cafe Rodeo. It was the pleasure of serving people who do not
expect a generous helping of ass-kissing as a side dish. We each ordered
coffee and French Onion soup, which catapulted the bill to up around
$21 . Jose never once raised an eyebrow or uttered that snottiest of all
waiter-isms, "Is that all you're having?" And he supplemented our
meager meal with basket after basket of warm rolls and muffins, each
time bringing more coffee and fresh cream.
Our experience at the Cafe Rodeo would have retained its quiet
dignity if I had been able to contain my curiosity. But I could not, and
feeling frisky from the caffeine, I began asking the people around me if
they were famous. The only person who offered a direct answer was a
man sitting in a comer booth across from ours, who admitted that he was
not famous, but nonetheless sauntered over and offered a beautifully
manicured hand to shake. I cannot remember his first name now, but he
looked like a Guido or perhaps a Frankie. His last name, however, I
remember as Pesci. He was, he claimed (and why would anyone lie
about such a thing?), Joe Pesci 's cousin as well as his business manager.
The girls and I fawned over him as if he were his famous relative,
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bombarding him with questions about all the stars he knows and giving
him our addresses so he could have Joe send us autographed eight-by-ten
glossies. Jose, genuinely amused by the spectacle we'd created,
graciously offered to take our picture with Joe Pesci's cousin, happy once
again to be of service to customers so grateful for so little.

Night had not yet completely fallen by the time we got back on the
road, and there was one more important stop to make before we left L.A.
for good. Lana studied the map for a minute, trying to find which road
would take us to Brentwood. We could not, after all, leave Los Angeles
without having visited O.J.'s house, especially in the midst of the trial of
the century.
Finding Brentwood was not a problem. The problem lay in finding
out which of the winding streets was Rockingham Road. Concerned
public officials made this task even more challenging by changing the
name of that well-publicized street into something secret, and we did not
have a detailed map of the area with the old name on it to use as a
reference. Lana, being the most eager among us, suggested we find a gas
station, where an attendant could assist us in our macabre quest. There
are not many gas stations in the Brentwood area and the first one we tried
yielded no results; the manager told us to beat it off his property, that he'd
had his fill of sickos like us. In hindsight, I cannot say I blamed him for
his anger. By the time we resorted to the gas station tactic I was growing
weary of the hunt and quite disgusted with myself for participating in
such a tacky endeavor. When I expressed these feelings to my
companions, Jenny agreed that it was "sorta sick," but Lana derided me
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for "always trying to be so moral anymore." She took this opportunity to
enumerate the changes she' d noticed in me since I'd been in
therapy, troubling changes like my newfound penchant for honesty and
my sudden aversion to petty larceny. My therapist had warned me about
the "mobile" effect in family relations--how most families are like those
mobiles you make in the third grade, with odd objects suspended on
strings attached to wire hangers--and how when one person in the family
shifts her position it upsets the fragile balance of the whole mobile. It
seemed I had been upsetting the mobile for Lana lately, and as we wound
through the dark streets of Brentwood looking for the scene of a horrible
crime perpetrated on a total stranger, I could not help but wonder how
diligent Lana would ever be in searching out the places in herself that had
suffered terribly, ifnot so fatally, at the hands of man out of control. I
wondered if she would ever re-visit the scenes of those crimes and herself
come back home to upset the mobile.
With the help of a benevolent hermaphrodite behind the counter at
a Mobil station, we found Rockingham Road and spotted, we think, the
(in)famous estate. We weren't sure, because it was pitch dark and the
huge signs warning that trespassers would be jailed and heavily fined if
caught on no-longer-Rockingham Road served their function in making
us extremely nervous, quashing our desire for absolute confirmation that
we'd found the place. We departed Brentwood, uncertain of our sighting
but quite positive we did not want to face the consequences of finding out
for sure.

L.A. Freeway 10:3 7 p.m. PDT
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Sick, sick, sick city... All attitude, no substance, except substance
abuse... Talked Lana out of taking us to Compton--she wants to do the
"CrackAmerica Tour" next... Had soup and coffee on Rodeo Drive next to
Joe Pesci 's cousin. ..Jose was a prince...Jenny has been shit-your-pants
hyped since we got into town. ..I hope she gets discovered before she
implodes ... might have seen OJ 's house... let 's get to San Fran before we
get arrested. ..

2 August 1995 San Francisco, CA 4:30a.m. PDT
IHOP Madness ...I'm gonna kick that old lady 's ass ...

I do not remember much of the drive to San Francisco. I recall
driving a stretch ofi-5 north once we were well out ofLos Angeles, but,
for the life of me, I cannot conjure one specific memory of that time. I
only remember falling asleep at the wheel and Lana screaming that I was
going to kill us all and Jenny taking the wheel and me crawling in the
back of the van and not waking again until four a.m., when Jenny
informed me we were in the parking lot of an International House of
Pancakes near the San Francisco pier.
We ambled into the IHOP to have some coffee and get our
thoughts together, and also because it was too early to call Max--Jenny' s
soon to be step-uncle by virtue of her mother' s imminent wedding to
Max' s brother, Don--for directions to his house. Don had told Max about
our road trip plans earlier in the summer and Max extended to us an
invitation to stay with him while we were in town.
The "IHOP Incident" began with a man yelling "SHUT UP! " at us
as he stormed out of the restaurant. I suppose our conversation--a lively
discussion of our experiences in Las Vegas and Los Angeles--was a bit
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too animated for his liking, and he registered his annoyance with us as he
left. Stunned and quite amused by the man' s sudden outburst, we looked
at each other and broke out into the kind of laughter one occasionally
needs to release pent-up tension. At this, the diner' s lone remaining
customer, a one-eyed, pruney-faced sea hag of a woman in a back comer
booth, began instructing us on basic IHOP etiquette, specifically on how
we should not talk too loudly during the "breakfast hour" because we
were "disturbing everyone." Lana, unable to control her vitriol after a
long, tedious night spent ensuring Jenny didn't kill us, turned around and
shot back, "I neglected to read that sign when I entered." Undaunted, the
woman continued her diatribe, ending with the observation that someone
in our party had very shrill laughter--not indicating exactly who but
pointing her single eye in my direction--and it was the laughter which
would have to cease if anyone were to enjoy her IHOP experience.
We left the restaurant, dazed and exhausted, and thoroughly
confused by the morning' s strange events. Settling back into the van, we
expressed our hopes that the rest of our San Francisco sojourn provided
less confrontation, as we were too tired to go around opening cans of
whoop ass all over the city.

Jenny finally agreed to call Max at six o ' clock, still quite early to
roust a stranger, but not, we decided, egregiously so. He provided
detailed directions to his place, a row house on the comer of Ocean
Avenue and Faxon Street. After getting lost several times in the loopy
but still fairly empty San Francisco streets, we found Max' s digs and
lugged our bags up to his door. I nearly fell down when the man
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answering the bell came out in the incarnation of my recently deceased
Uncle John. He introduced himself as Max Fallon, but it was clearly
John Shackelford, who evidently had faked his own death the year before
to get away, I supposed, from my shrewish aunt and their daughter, a
shrew-in-training. I whispered my suspicions to Lana, who was likewise
stricken by the uncanny resemblance but who assured me that John was
indeed dead and reminded me that I had helped the funeral home agent
and a sheriffs deputy navigate his corpse down the narrow hallway and
steep stairs the night he shuffled off his mortal coil.
Max led us inside, gave us a quick tour of his charming,
mission-style house, and helped Lana and I with the fold-out couch.
Jenny, being almost (well, sort of.. .I mean, kind of like) family, was
assigned to a bed in the guest room, whose walls were filled with Max's
photographs. Max is a Clio-award winning photographer with a
well-known ad agency as well as a freelance artist, and his house is filled
with his darkly beautiful, thought-provoking work. I especially liked the
wall in the dining room he devoted to women's breasts, and Lana
suggested to him that I might make an interesting subject for one of his
photographs as mine are perfectly, nay profoundly, asymmetrical.
Max left for work around seven, leaving us to eat, sleep, and do
whatever we wanted in his house and in the city until around six p.m.,
when he would get home from work and take us out for dinner. Dinner.
We were going to have real food for the first time since we left home.
After a long, hot, glorious shower I fell asleep with a fat, pink pig in a
tutu pirouetting through my dreams.
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We got up around eleven, still tired but not wanting to waste the
short time we had to enjoy San Francisco. After taking another round of
showers and doing a quick load of laundry (you never appreciate the
simple pleasures of hot showers and clean clothes until you've been
deprived of them for a couple of days), we set out--in Jenny' s words-- to
"do the do." I volunteered to drive the crazy city streets, inspired by my
sister's blind courage in the L.A. morass. I figured it was time to stop
being scared of something bad happening. I also figured that if I wrecked
the van in a large city, there would be a number of Avis depots at which
we could find a replacement.
In fact, one thing we had planned earlier was to find an Avis
branch in town and take the van in for an inspection. We had driven well
over three thousand miles and the van could have used an oil change and
tire check. Also, Lana and Jenny noticed an unidentifiable pool of liquid
under the van when we arrived at Max's and we definitely needed that
inspected. We found an Avis downtown that had a full-service garage,
and a very friendly man named Pedro agreed to look at everything free of
charge, though he informed us that Avis does not give free oil changes to
customers who exceed three thousand miles. We told him we didn't
really care--it wasn't our van--we just wanted him to know that we were
really racking up the miles and that oil changes were not in our limited
budget. Pedro didn't seem to care either, and we left the van with him,
agreeing to come back in half an hour to pick it up.
In the meantime, we headed down the street on foot, walking past a
number of small shops and cafes, coming to a stop at one called the Cafe
Bean to enjoy a hot espresso on a cold summer's afternoon. One thing I
hadn't remembered when we packed for the trip was Mark Twain's astute
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wisecrack about the coldest winter he ever spent being the summer he
spent in San Francisco. I'd packed four pairs of shorts, a few T-shirts and
polo shirts and one light pullover -- nothing even remotely useful for
defense against the whipping cold of summer breezes off the San
Francisco Bay.
Sitting outside the Cafe Bean, a twenty-something Tom Petty
look-alike wearing flannel-lined jeans and a heavy leather coat noticed
our obvious discomfort every time a chill wind blew through the urban
wind tunnel of downtown and suggested we might want to invest in
something warm to wear if we planned on staying in the area. He then
asked us where we were headed, having ferreted out the obvious fact that
we were not locals and probably road-trippers. Jenny told him we were
staying in town for the night and that we planned to head up to Seattle in
the morning, passing through the wine country along the way. Hearing
this, he began recounting tales of his recent adventures around the wine
country, places he'd hiked or kayaked or otherwise explored, all told with
the slouchy arrogance of a Gen-X slacker who knows he' s got the system
beat as long the folks keep sending money for the bills. I could tell he
thought Lana and Jenny were both awfully cute and was probably
wondering which one of them was my girlfriend (this was, after all, San
Francisco), so he could heap what I'm sure he considered his
considerable charm more heavily on the other one. When he saw he was
getting nowhere with any of us, he downed the dregs of his latte and
excused himself with a pithy smirk, one suggesting he was starting to
think that maybe Lana and Jenny were the item, or, perhaps, we were a
happy menage-a-trois.
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We returned to the Avis garage, where Pedro met us with a wide
smile, telling us that there was no leak as far as he could tell and that he
had rotated the tires and checked all of the fluids, which were fine. We
opened the sliding side door, and, much to our surprise and
embarrassment, noticed that Pedro had also cleaned out all of the trash we
had accumulated up to that point, an astonishing amount considering
we'd only been on the road for five days. He had also vacuumed and
hung an air freshener from the rear-view mirror. He held up the bag
containing all the garbage he had purged, and said, dispassionately, with a
heavy Spanish accent, "you girls are filthy." We couldn't argue with
Pedro on that point, and we weren't even offended by his harsh
assessment, as he was so good-natured about it and plus he had the proof
in his big, greasy hands. So we just tipped him a fin and left, happy to
have a clean ride for at least a little while.

For the rest of the afternoon we did all the things you'd expect
tourists in San Francisco to do. We visited the wharf, fed the seals off
Pier 39, tried to take the Alcatraz tour but found it was sold out for the
next two days. I got some clam chowder in a bread bowl from a guy
named Joe in one of the wharfs many food booths. Joe sensed my
ravenous hunger for good, solid food--borne of eating nothing but truck
stop slop and Milk Duds for four days--and gave me a free refill on the
hearty soup, upon finishing which I ate the crusty sourdough bowl in four
huge, satisfying bites. We left the wharf for a drive down to
Haight-Ashbury, ultimately disappointed to discover that famous
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intersection no longer harboring strung-out hippies, but rather the
respectable looking class of Asians who populate the University of San
Francisco just up the road. Dejected, we set out to find Candlestick Park,
which we did, in the middle of a crack-infested ghetto. Finally, we made
a quick dash over to the Pacific coast, where we nearly froze our asses off
for the dubious thrill of dipping our toes in the ocean.

50

Chapter 6

San Francisco, CA to Coos Bay, OR

We returned to Max's house at around six o'clock and began
getting ready for dinner. Max came home after we' d all showered and
dressed and asked us to get ready to go out to dinner. We told him we
were ready, explaining that we were wearing the nicest (and warmest)

clothes we'd brought. I had on freshly laundered and pressed khaki
shorts and a navy blue rugby pullover. Lana and Jenny were also
sporting shorts; Jenny matching hers with the new San Francisco 49ers
sweatshirt she'd agonized over purchasing only an hour earlier at a sports
store near the stadium. Unfazed, Max put on a fresh shirt, tie and jacket
and pulled his VW Golf out of the garage.
Max took us on a brief tour of the city, including Chinatown, where
I was praying we would not stop for dinner. I like Chinese food, but
tonight I wanted to eat something that wasn't going to have me foraging
for more twenty minutes later. I wanted meat and potatoes and a
vegetable and a salad and some bread and some good California wine.
As if by telepathy, Max took the tunnel out of Chinatown and descended
upon MacArthur Park, asking us if we cared to dine at the restaurant
bearing that park's name and featuring what he described as "the finest in
New American cuisine." "No shit? Sounds great, Max," was our general
consensus.
Max parked a good distance from the restaurant, necessitating a
walk through the park to get to it. Evening was falling slowly and the
temperature with it. We strolled through the park at a faster clip than is

appropriate when someone takes you on the scenic route, but we were
cold and hungry and I think Max understood.
I felt more than a little uncomfortable in my dining attire, which,
although neat and wholly appropriate for the casual standards I am
accustomed to in Florida, was obviously not up to snuff at the elegantly
appointed MacArthur Park, where the women were draped in
sophisticated Donna Karans and the men wore their ties and coats as
naturally as they wore their shoes. However, unlike the chilly reception
we'd received in Beverly Hills, none of the wait staff batted an eye about
our appearance, and we found our service did not suffer in the least on
account of it either. In fact, I think our waiter sensed that we were
out-of-towners and showered us with the genial hospitality Max told us
San Franciscans pride themselves on. I enjoyed a fabulous dinner of
tender pork medallions resting on a bed of spiced sauerkraut, all
surrounded by a beautifully scalloped ring of whipped yams. And when
Jenny ordered a second bottle of the spunky house Merlot, I drank a
series of silent and heartfelt toasts to the man who was going to foot the
bill. Talk about a San Francisco treat.

The walk back to the car was much slower than the walk from it,
made so by good food and good wine taken in good quantities. We
hadn't gotten much sleep in the morning because we were so eager to see
the city and the wine only compounded our drowsiness. Max asked us if
we wanted to go out on the town and, and despite my desire to visit
Castro, the famous gay district, I declined for the group, citing our
complete exhaustion. Anyway, I didn't think Max or the girls would
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relish accompanying me to the kinds of nightclubs I was eager to visit.
Max probably would not have minded so much, as he seemed quite open
to anything, but Lana and Jenny would certainly have tried to talk me out
of it if I' d pressed the issue, and I wished not to go through the
mortification of arguing my stance in wanting to visit the most celebrated
gay nightclubs in the world, especially the one legendary establishment
I'd heard about that caters to leather-clad dykes who are partial to pain.
Despite our obvious fatigue, Max was adamant about showing us
as much of San Francisco as we could see before we had to leave in the
morning. He knew we'd seen the wharf and the Haight and the ocean and
Candlestick Park, so he took us to a lookout point on the bay where we
could enjoy a spectacular view of the fully illuminated Golden Gate
Bridge. By the time we got there, Lana was snoring in the back seat and I
had to practically slap her to wake her up. I felt bad for Max; he wanted
to show us the city he adored and here we were barely able to keep our
eyes open, much less join him in his enthusiasm. I did my best to stay
awake on the drive home, but I found myself drifting in and out of
consciousness along with the others. The only time I perked up was
when Max took us down Castro street. I sat straight up, expecting to see
some massive carnival of debauchery. I saw nothing but a couple of
intoxicated queens stumble out of one bar and into the one next door,
quite solitary in their revelry on a listless Wednesday night. Then I fell
asleep.

2 August 1995 San Francisco, CA 11:57 p.m.
Oh my God, Uncle John is alive and well and living on the corner of
Faxon and Ocean. .. thanksfor cleaning the van Pedro... that's some mean
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soup Joe, thanks for the refill .. .Joe Montana plays in cracktown. .. dinner
at the Park was divine ... thanks for the tour Maxxxxzzzzzzzz.......

The next morning, Max gently shook us awake to tell us good-bye,
that it was nice having us as guests in his home, and that each of us was
welcome back if ever in town again. The genuine sincerity I detected in
his invitation touched me and I forsook the warm comfort of the sofa bed
to give him an awkward hug. Max was an odd character, fifty years old
and never married, though he' d been dating the same woman for over ten
years. He seemed perfectly content to live alone in his cavernous house,
without the companionship of even a pet. Most curious was the
fastidiousness he showed in his personal habits; I witnessed him remove a
Coke from the refrigerator, open it, take a sip from it, cover the top with a
perfect square of plastic wrap he'd neatly cut from the roll, secure the
plastic carefully with a rubber band and place the Coke back in the
refrigerator, making sure it was uniform with the perfect row of other
Cokes.
But, for all his idiosyncrasies, Max was a fabulously warm and
generous host, one who gave without expectation of a return, and I
realized after we left that for the first time in many years I had accepted
the kindness of a man without suspecting the motivation behind it. Max
was decent and I had recognized that plain fact, foregoing any other
judgment. It sounds small now on the paper, but it felt big in my heart
that morning, as if I had broken through some barrier I hadn't fully
realized was there.

54

We left San Francisco early in the morning with the hope of
making it to Seattle by midnight. Because we' d asked for the most
expedient routes for the long stretches, our triptik maker had us passing
through the interior wine country to get to I-5, which would provide us
with a straight shot to Seattle. But we decided that a trip through
California would mean nothing if we didn't take at least a small piece of
the Pacific Coast Highway, so we had to map out a whole new route,
essentially abandoning the painstakingly prepared triptych at this point
for the remainder of the trip.
We figured our new course using a map we consulted but did not
purchase at a service station near Max' s house. We discovered we could
travel U.S. 101 out ofthe city and find any number of eastbound
secondary roads through the Napa Valley. From there, we could
backtrack west to 101 , taking it north to what everyone told us was the
most scenic stretch of the PCH, from Eureka, California to Coos Bay,
Oregon. And from there we' d head east to I-5 and hit Seattle by
midnight. It was a perfect plan, and, like most perfect plans, it was
doomed to failure.

As we crawled over the Golden Gate Bridge in the morning rush
hour traffic, I asked Lana if she remembered that Max had driven us there
the night before. She claimed she did remember, but was so tired at the
time she didn't recall any specific detail of the event. I had to laugh, still
wondering at Max's goodhearted willingness to schlep our slumbering
carcasses all over his magnificent city.
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When we finally got past the logjam on U.S 101 we began moving
at a rate I felt would ensure a midnight arrival in Seattle. Of course, we'd
scheduled some stops in the wine country and planned to cut over to the
coast for part of the drive, but Seattle was only 800 miles away, an easy
ten hour haul without stopping, a good fourteen the way we had it
planned. Thinking back on it, I don't remember why we were so jazzed
to make it to Seattle by midnight; I think it was just one of those arbitrary
goals we'd set for ourselves to make sure we didn't lose our momentum.
We left U.S. 101 near Sonoma, certain we would find at least one
winery open for visitors at nine o'clock in the morning. Rolling over the
lush green hills of the California wine country, I got a sense of the
seduction--the myth of bounty for all who come--that drew Steinbeck's
Okies to them. Actually, the bounty in those hills is not a myth; it is very
real, but it is fenced off to all but the privileged few, those who use it to
intoxicate the rest of us, making it easier for us to believe that the bounty
is ours, too.
We found the Sebastiani Winery, but it would not open to visitors
until eleven. Assuming this was the general policy of the all local
wineries, we resigned ourselves to leaving the valley without enjoying a
tour or tasting. On the way out of town we stopped at a nifty little
shopping arcade built into the remnants of an old Mission fortress. There
was an empty restaurant at one end of it, where Lana noticed a bottle of
the local wine sitting on an open window's sill. I could tell she wanted to
take it, but lacking the will to steal it outright, she did what any aspiring
attorney would do: she made a deal. She noticed a busboy in a far corner
rolling fresh sets of silverware inside white linen napkins. She called him
over and asked how much the wine cost. He said twenty, she offered
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eight, he gave her the bottle, she gave him a smile, case closed,
conscience cleared.

We were back on U.S. 101 around noon, and made good highway
time until we hit a detour up around Cummings which forced us to exit
onto a curvy, poorly maintained mountain road. We figured the detour
onto such a slow road would last only a couple of miles, and went back to
our engrossing conversation on the question of whether "Seinfeld" really
is a show about nothing. About a half hour later, I began to wonder just
how long this detour could possibly be. I didn't find out for sure until
we'd gone another forty-five miles, when the alternate road dumped us
back onto 101 at South Fork. Our sixty-mile detour set us back nearly
two hours, and I began to wonder if we were going to make it to Seattle
by midnight, or even by morning.

We made it to Eureka by 5:30 and began our pleasant cruise up the
Pacific Coast Highway. I was glad we all agreed to forego expedience
for the sake of experiencing something beautiful. I stopped at one of the
highway' s many scenic overlooks and we got out to gaze down at the sea
from stony cliffs that seemed alien to flat-land dwellers like us. I sensed
that at this moment we three travelers were one in our purpose, and I
heard in my head the confirmative refrain: "They've all come to look for
America."
The rest of way up the coastal highway provided a number of
opportunities for us to do the kinds of things that make a road trip loads
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of wacky fun. Like going through a drive-thru tree. And taking pictures
of one another pissing on a drive-thru tree. And sampling salmon jerky.
And singing a medley from "Grease." And buying "fart extinguishers."
And castigating hapless Dairy Queen workers for not having chocolate
sprinkles. I guess you had to be there.
By the time we got to Coos Bay I was thoroughly tired of driving
and wanted now to relax and enjoy the scenery, which I did for the
approximately twenty minutes it took before I fell dead asleep without
even saying goodnight.
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Chapter 7

Coos Bay, OR to Seattle, WA

3 August 1995 Gervais, OR 11:07 p.m.
Oregon--Salmon Jerky Heaven .. .pissed at the Elk Lookout, do you think
the elks mind? ... uh, Roger, officer--! realize I was speeding but I didn't
mean to ... no ticket, are you sure? we were going awfully fast ... Lana is the
luckiest person on earth ...

The trooper's flashlight nearly blinded me as I sat up and tried to
get my bearings. I didn't know where we were or what was going on--all
I knew was that an officer of the law was asking my sister for her license
and registration and that the harsh beam of the flashlight tucked under his
arm was penetrating through the back window and directly into my skull.
I heard my sister rustling through her backpack, searching for the
little wallet containing her license, all the while explaining to the officer
how we were just three girls on a road trip and how we were trying to
make it to Seattle that night and that she was just about to pull off the
road because she couldn't keep her eyes open any more and that she
didn't even realize that she was going over ninety miles an hour until
she'd seen the whirl of his blue lights behind her. The officer, a stolid,
taciturn sort, seemed thoroughly unmoved by her ramblings. Lana finally
produced her driver's license but was having trouble finding the van' s
registration until she remembered that the van was rented and thus we did
not possess its registration. Jenny made herself useful at this point by
finding the rental contract and flashing the officer her prettiest, most
submissive smile.
I was awake by the time the officer returned from checking on the
validity of the paperwork handed him. In his absence, we discussed how

we should handle this and all subsequent tickets--whether we should split
them three ways or let whoever was driving at the time pay the fine.
(Lana, as one might expect, was arguing more heavily for the former). I
looked out the tailgate window and saw the officer approaching. I
noticed he was not carrying a ticket book with him. He returned all the
documents to Lana and told her in the terse monotone of state troopers to
"slow it down." He also told her that if she got caught speeding again in
the state of Oregon her fine would be doubled. Lana kept thanking him
even as he walked away, and, for a moment, I thought she was going to
tempt fate and ask him to sign our shirts.

4 August 1995 Portland, OR 12:52 a.m. PDT
Jenny, get us out ofcracktown. .. Rodney King Revisited?.. .I don 't want to
die with a burrito in my hand. .. the guy last night said the room was only
fifteen dollars ... oh, he has a lisp...

The officer had stopped us on northbound I-5, a couple hours south
of Portland. I remember waking up earlier in the evening, before we
merged onto I-5, when Lana stopped at an elk reservation. We got out to
look at those beautiful creatures from a viewing platform, taking turns
peeing off the side of the viewing platform and reveling in our newfound
affinity for public urination, considering ourselves pioneers in breaking
down yet another barrier in the fight for women's equality. After the cop
stopped us, Jenny took the wheel and I went back to sleep, preparing
myself to make the last leg of the drive into Seattle, as we still believed
we were going to make it to Seattle sometime that night.
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I hate to say something like this because it sounds so racist and I
like to think I harbor no ugly racial prejudices, but ever since the
"Portland Taco Bell Incident," I avoid getting off on the Martin Luther
King, Jr. Street exits in cities I'm unfamiliar with. There, I've said it.
Jenny got us to Portland at around midnight. The only things we'd
eaten that evening were some disgusting salmon jerkies near Redwood
and Dairy Queen Banana Splits in Brookings. Jenny woke Lana and me
up when she got off at the MLK exit and told us to keep an eye out for a
restaurant that looked open. We traveled a couple of miles from the
interstate and all I saw were some run down houses and a few scattered
pawn shops and mom-and-pop convenience stores. But Lana finally
spotted the big, brown Taco Bell sign shining like a beacon in the night.
There were people milling all around the area of the restaurant,
standing on the comers and engaging in lively conversations as they
walked the streets. We wrangled for a moment over the question of
whether to stop at this restaurant or leave the 'hood and find something
further up the interstate. I mean, here we were: three white girls in a
white mini-van who obviously didn't know where the hell we were or we
wouldn't be coming down here at midnight. At least that's what I
thought those black people were thinking. I knew in my heart it was
wrong to be scared, that to be scared is to engage in the hurtful ignorance
that continues to keep us separated, but I was helpless to stop the wave of
fear rushing over me.
Lana finally decided for us: we were to pull into the drive-thru,
because it was ridiculous to be afraid in the well-lit parking lot of an
all-night Taco Bell. I agreed, feeling even better about it after giving my
order for a Burrito Supreme and a large Pepsi to the reassuring little voice
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in the box. We relaxed for a minute, joking about whether we would stop
at the Sheraton or the Hilton when we got to Seattle.
I saw it coming out of the comer of my eye, a police cruiser with
siren off but lights ablazing, chasing a low-rider with shiny gold rims
down the street in front of the restaurant. They took the comer sharply
and, as if I had willed it when I thought God, no, don 't let him pull into
the drive-thru, the low-rider pulled in directly behind us, boxing us in. I

heard the cop yelling over his loudspeaker: "Do NOT go in that
drive-thru," even after the low-rider had come to a halt not six inches
from our back door.
Though what happened next must have transpired in a matter of
seconds, it seemed more like an hour at the time, and still seems longer as
I think back on it now. There was nowhere to go as there were two cars
ahead of us in the line; we were, Lana cried, "trapped like rats." A string
of terrifying scenarios started playing in my head. Like Mr. Low Rider
ramming us through the drive-thru. Or Mr. Low Rider taking us hostage.
Or Mr. Low Rider shooting us just for fun, because he had nothing left to
lose. Inexplicably, I grabbed the video camera and began to tape the
scene behind me. I think I did it so that if we were indeed killed that
night, our families would have a sense of the random absurdity of our
deaths and would not spend years seeking answers that weren't there.
But before I could even get the camera to focus, Mr. Cop was
dragging Mr. Low Rider out of his vehicle and throwing Mr. Low Rider
over the hood, and kicking his legs apart, and searching him and cuffing
him, all in one flawless stream of movements. Through the viewfinder, it
looked like an episode of "Cops." And for a moment I was not sacred for
us anymore, I was scared for Mr. Low Rider. I hoped that Mr. Cop did
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not treat him too roughly, did not violate his rights as a citizen, did not
treat him like just another "nigger." And I was glad I had the camera on
the scene, just in case he did.
Finally, we all breathed, and the drive-thru line moved again.
When we got to the window we told the man to please cancel our orders
because we couldn't eat them for the huge knots in our stomachs.

Nerves rattled and completely fatigued from an entire day on the
road, we decided to find a room for the night somewhere in Portland. We
returned to the interstate and found an exit that had a number of
inexpensive chain hotels nearby. We pulled into the first one we came to
and Lana and Jenny went to secure the room while I hid in the van so we
would only have to pay for a double. Because our budget was so tight,
we hadn't planned on staying in a hotel until we got to Chicago, but the
extra fifty-five dollar expenditure seemed a small price for a safe place to
sleep.
After enjoying what we assumed was the "Continental Breakfast"
(chocolate-covered doughnuts, canned orange juice and coffee), we
struck out for Seattle, way behind schedule but pleasantly refreshed.

Lana got us to Seattle in a fast three hours. We paid to park in an
all-day garage and hit the streets, stopping at the first of hundreds of
coffee shops in the city to ask two very caffeinated young men for
directions to the Space Needle. Both of them looked like junkies, what
with those dark circles under their sunken eyes and those tell-tale track
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marks on their arms. One of them, whose jitters were not unlike those
associated with D.T.'s, told us to hop a bus uptown, that the Needle was
clear across the city. When he said the word "needle" the other one's
eyes glazed over in a Pavlovian reaction, like he'd just remembered it
was time again to shoot up.
It was a hot early August afternoon and muggy to boot. In order to

get to a bus stop we had to walk up long, steep First Avenue. The girls
didn't seem to be having any trouble with the exercise, but I struggled
against the incline. I spotted a bus stop on the line we needed just before
I would have passed out.
We took the long bench seat in the back of the bus and settled in
for the ride uptown. I noticed a handsome, albeit toothless, black fellow
in the nearby side seat, staring at us with the look of a man hoping to get
"acquainted." He noted the sweat on my shirt and asked me how I liked
the "nice, hot weather" Seattle had been getting all summer. When I told
him we were only in town for the day, he got really interested in where
we were going and what we were doing. I wasn't scared or even annoyed
by this man, and I found myself wanting to talk to him. There was
something about him I liked, even though he was pushy, asking too many
questions and expecting more than one-word answers. Plus, every time
he'd smile that big toothless smile, the liquor smell that had soaked deep
into every tissue in his body escaped from the hole his mouth where teeth
should have blocked it in. Still and all, he was O.K. with me. We talked
about the weather and sports and politics, and then he blurted out that he
had recently been released from prison after spending fourteen years on
Washington State's Death Row. He boasted proudly about beating the
"bum murder rap" that had put him there in the first place, giving us, in
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explicit detail, the facts of his case. Wonderful I thought to myself, and I
spent the rest of the bus ride humoring the man, uncertain of whether I
was sitting two feet away from a psychopathic killer.
When the driver announced our stop, we said goodbye to our
toothless new friend and hopped off the bus. I was glad to see him
waving to us--from on board--as the bus pulled away. I still think about
him and wonder if he really was an innocent man wrongfully accused.
And if he was, I hope he sues the state of Washington for at least enough
money to get his teeth fixed, knowing that there' s not enough money in
the world to pay a man back for taking fourteen years of his life.

We planned to eat lunch in the Space Needle, but the lunch tour
was sold out, so we walked back down First Avenue the same exact way
we'd come up on the bus. The stroll down First Avenue was much more
enjoyable than the hike up, and I was glad we decided to set out on foot
because Seattle proved to be a marvelous walking city, much like St.
Petersburg, only bigger and with hills. We stopped for iced coffees at the
original Starbucks Cafe--coffee-consumption is absolutely inescapable in
Seattle--where the manager scolded me for using a video camera inside
the store. I guess she thought we were corporate spies from a rival chain,
there to steal all Starbucks' secrets. Ooh, big secrets, I thought to myself
as I put the camera away: wood floors, copper accents, and overpriced
coffee.

Our walk brought us back to where we parked, near the Pioneer
Square shopping district. We found some food there, and a place to sit
among the assorted yuppies and junkies. We wrote in our journals and
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made out our postcards and shared our impressions of the city. As I
reflect on Seattle now two words come directly to mind, the same two
words I printed on the back of my postcard: caffeine and heroin, the two
diametrically opposed drugs of choice in a city that can't seem to make
up its mind.

Seattle, WA 4:49p.m. PDT
Hey, junkie, which way to the cool stuff?... on the city bus up 1st
Avenue--were you really on death row? ...stop looking at my thigh. ..this is
liquor breath city.. fuck the Space Needle, let's get something to
eat.. .mmm, blue M&Ms .. .hey, Lana, can you tell I'm not wearing a bra?

66

Chapter 8

Seattle, WA to Cooke City, MT

It was hard to leave Seattle, hard to face the prospect of another
hellish all-night drive. We wanted to make it to Yellowstone by morning
and we had all of Washington, the panhandle of Idaho, and a good piece
of western Montana between us and our goal. I volunteered to drive the
first leg of the trek, thereby hoping to fulfill my obligation early and
ensure sleep time through he dark, draggy hours between midnight and
six a.m. I slipped some Pearl Jam and Nirvana into the player and
enjoyed the so-called Seattle Sound even after we were far, far out of the
city.
At around ten, just outside of Spokane, Lana asked me if I was
ready to stop driving. I was not. It was becoming a small joke at this
point about how I'd been shirking on doing my fair share of the driving
and about how much more sleep I needed than the other two, which they
assumed was primarily related to my advanced age (at twenty-six, I was
one year older than Jenny and two the senior of Lana), but which I knew
to be simply a side effect of the Prozac I was ingesting daily. Still, here I
was at the end of a draining five-hour stretch and not quite ready to give
up command. And that is exactly the way I was beginning to feel about
the whole driving process: in command.
We stopped in Spokane for gas and I told the girls it would be
alright with me if they wanted to sleep for awhile, that I would wake one
of them when I got too tired to keep going. They didn't actually doze off
until after we'd crossed the Idaho border, where we visited a McDonald's
near Coeur d'Alene and heckled the poor kids at the drive-thru window,

making clear our expectations of superior quality French fries there in
Potato Country.
With the girls soundly asleep after their late-night snack, I kept us
moving steadily on our approach to Yellowstone. I wasn't even near to
feeling tired; quite the reverse--I felt unnaturally awake. I remember how
smooth and black the pavement looked that night, how good I felt driving
on it, how good it felt to be alive. And I remember feeling quite
comfortable with the fact that I was driving a poorly lit mountain road
through the pitch dark, climbing elevations that kept my ears popping for
miles, watching all the signs warning of boulders and bearing instructions
for "runaway" trucks. I should have been scared, but I wasn't. I
recognized the possible danger of the situation and, for the first time in
my whole life, I felt confidant in my ability to handle it.
I remember at one point caressing the soft leather cover of the
steering wheel, feeling beneath it the power that could either keep us
going safe and straight or, with the slightest tum in either direction, hurl
us into a wall of rock. It was an awesome power, one I didn't take lightly
on the road, but one I realized I'd essentially forfeited when it came to
my everyday life. Somewhere in the panhandle of Idaho, driving that van
became a metaphor for driving my own destiny, a concept that was
completely alien to me until that moment.
The constant violations of my physical and emotional being as a
child helped produce the broken, passive and fearful young woman I
realized I'd become. I'd spent the better part of my adolescence and
early adulthood struggling to seize some control over my life, but I never
could quite get a grip on who, or even why, I was. My father used to try
to answer these questions for me, telling me I was put on this earth to
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serve him, that he' d made me and thus he could do with me what he
pleased. After awhile I knew better than to believe him because I listened
attentively to my Sunday School lessons and had managed to buy at least
partially into the more appealing notion that it was God who'd really
made me and I was supposed to be serving Him. Looking back on it now
I feel it's a shame I never developed a deeper religious faith than I did--at
least then I'd have had an anchor in that comforting "it's all part of God's
mysterious plan" philosophy of misery.
I eventually opted out of my father's "service"--by dropping out of
high school at age seventeen and running away to live with a deeply
troubled young woman who wanted me to "tum" her into a lesbian--but I
never translated my physical freedom from his abuse into the possibility
of gaining psychic freedom from its maiming, paralyzing effects. I never
got that metaphorical grip on myself, on my power to change who I was
into who I wanted to be. I was always a victim, and yet I always felt
guilty, too. I meandered aimlessly through a life I rarely wanted, and the
escape hatch of suicide became a daily reassurance that at least I could
bail out when circumstances had me careening too far out of control.
The winding ribbon of the road ahead began to look like a mess of
unspooled film and I saw my life's story told in it, mile by mile, frame by
frame, the images whizzing by too fast to see anything but a blur, and I
realized that even if I weren't moving it would still be a blur because I'd
never been able to put myself into focus. I started to cry so hard I had to
pull off the road at one point because I couldn't stop shaking. But I was
glad to have seen what I did, glad to have finally driven over and through
it so that I could see it behind me. Just like in Utah a couple days before,
I felt something stirring in my belly, not unlike the feeling you get when
69

you're in an elevator that's descending floors faster than you expected,
getting you to the bottom of things more quickly than you were prepared
to go.

I pulled into a gas station in Missoula in a state of perfect
exhaustion and woke Lana up. She couldn't believe how far I'd driven.
Getting out to switch seats with her, the frigid night air slapped me almost
senseless. It couldn't have been more than forty-five degrees and I was
still wearing the shorts and T -shirt that were perfectly suitable in hot and
humid Seattle earlier in the day. I went around to the back of the van,
grabbed a sweatshirt out of the hatch, and ambled into the store to pay for
the gas Lana was dutifully pumping. With teeth chattering I asked the
lady behind the counter how far it was to Yellowstone, happy to hear it
was only a few more hours' drive. Returning to the van, I noticed Jenny
had evacuated the back seat. I crawled in and curled up under a bunch of
our unwashed laundry, too tired to find the blanket.

5 August Hegben River, MT 7:38a.m. MDT
Citizen's arrest? For picking daisies? ... No, sir, I do NOT want to see the
world's largest talcum powder Jactory.. .cow cow boogie... Don 't leave me
here with an amorous bull.

Lana shook me awake at around 6 a.m., telling me to sit up and
find my identification. It took me a minute to notice the van was not
moving. Once I was able to focus, I saw a couple of men with
walkie-talkies standing outside the driver' s side door. Jenny, who was
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operating the video camera in the front passenger's seat, told me we were
being placed under "citizen's arrest" by these men, and that she was
taping it for evidence in case they got out of line. She said she and Lana
had stopped to pick some wild daisies by the side of the road and these
men had caught them in the commission of their crime. The men were
now detaining us until the authorities could get there to deal with the
situation. I could see we were on a country road in the middle of
absolutely nowhere, so my initial reaction was simply to flee. "Fuck
citizen's arrest, just hit the gas" were, a review of the tape reveals, my
exact words on the matter.
At this point, one of the men, a young, dufus-looking sort with a
fresh crew cut, stuck his big-eared head inside Lana's window. I could
feel my chest tightening at the prospect of spending the week in a rural
Montana jail with this idiot standing guard until they could find a judge to
arraign us. With a crooked, gap-toothed smile, dufus-boy bid me good
morning. He then commenced to tell me about the world's largest talcum
powder factory thirty miles up the road. After a tense, silent moment
during which I sat trying to puzzle out what was actually going on, he got
on his radio and asked if the road was clear up ahead. Getting a scratchy
affirmative response he said good-bye and waved us past. As we rolled
by him I noticed the fluorescent orange vest that swallowed the top half
of his lanky frame, with "MDOT" printed in big, block letters on the
back. Lana and Jenny giggled at my gullibility, admitting that we were
not really under citizen's arrest, but merely caught up in some road
construction. After a few minutes, I thought their little joke was pretty
funny, too.
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We proceeded down Route 191, a picturesque drive through miles
of mountain prairie. Always on the lookout for a photo-op, I asked Lana
to stop near a cow pasture. I sat up on a fence rail and stuck a piece of
straw in my mouth while Lana snapped a picture of the pastoral scene.
Hopping off the fence, I heard an awful, whining, impassioned.sound
emanating from across the road. I looked over and noted with horror a
big, black bull postured impatiently behind a rather precarious looking
fence. I think he was looking for a wife. I didn't want to be it. I bolted
back across the road and into the open side door of the van just before
Lana floored it out of there.
The sky was growing brighter and clearer as the morning
progressed. We entered Yellowstone still in Montana but crossed the
Wyoming state line soon after. The gate guard had given us a map of the
park and we quickly located the little geyser icon showing us how to find
Old Faithful. Reaching the site, we read on a schedule board that it was
not due to go off until 12:41. With more than an hour to kill, we decided
to get some breakfast before heading to see what the map touted as
"America's most popular geothermal attraction."
We found a restaurant right near the site and ate casually, certain
we would have plenty of time to make the next eruption. Always eager to
shop, Jenny found a gift shop next door to the restaurant and suggested
we take a look around in there before making the small hike to the
geyser's viewing area. We browsed the shop's unremarkable selection of
coffee mugs and key chains and pencils and hats and T -shirts and rain
slickers, all embossed or embroidered or somehow emblazoned with
some reference to the park. It was essentially the same stuff we'd seen at
the Grand Canyon gift shop. It was the same stuff we'd see at the Mount
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Rushmore and Niagara Falls gift shops; the same crappy merchandise
from sea to shining sea. There were, however, some fairly unique
baseball caps at Yellowstone (with brown felt moose antlers protruding
about eight inches from either side), three of which we donned for the
group photo a surly cashier begrudgingly agreed to take.
We missed seeing Old Faithful go off by precisely one minute. It
was probably the same minute we'd spent adjusting each other's antlers.
Figuring the "moose hat" picture was worth it, we cut our losses, and,
disinclined to wait the seventy-two minutes for her next scheduled blow,
we took off to find something else worth doing on those million acres of
God's country.

Yellowstone is impossibly enormous and we had only the
afternoon to explore as much of it as we could. We stuck mostly to
driving the main roads that wind through the park in order to cover as
much ground as possible. Along the way we saw all manner of wild
creatures, but none so amazing as the buffalo. A small herd of these
slovenly yet utterly majestic beasts crossed the road right in front of our
van. Looking thoroughly unimpressed with our slightly larger and
sleeker mode of transportation, they sloped past our van in their heavy,
sluggish gait, gleefully indifferent to any inconvenience they may have
been causing by holding up our progress. I got out to take a picture not
five feet away from one of them. Of course, this was before I' d read the
portion of our brochure dealing with the emergency protocol for goring
wounds.
After an hour or so of driving the most fabulously beautiful
wilderness in America, we stopped at a scenic overlook to devise a plan
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for the remainder of the afternoon. We wanted to ride horses, but the
public stables were holding a clinic and not open for general admission.
Hiking was out of the question because of our time constraints, as were
hang gliding, mountain climbing, and fly-fishing. We decided that, since
we were near Yellowstone Lake, our best bet would be to rent a boat for a
couple of hours and see how we felt after that.
We paddled a good distance from the shore to escape the watchful
eye of the boathouse lifeguard who told us not to remove our life jackets
for any reason. Satisfied that we were out of his range, we slipped off our
jackets and brought in our oars. The mid-afternoon sun was shining high
and hot and it felt good on my bare skin. We allowed ourselves to drift
around the lake for awhile, talking about the unimaginable lives we were
leading at that moment. We were three young women who for one brief
moment in our lives were totally free to do whatever we wanted. We
each in our own way expressed our appreciation for the great r~.ation that
was ours by both accident and privilege of birth, agreeing that, for all its
faults, America was probably the only place on earth where we could
have so much freedom to explore not just the remotest recesses of our
country, but, more importantly, of ourselves. For that is, essentially, what
each of us was doing--entering into the interior landscapes that we'd long
been afraid to explore. We'd gotten off the boring interstates of our daily
lives, which provided comfort in their predictability, in their ability to
keep us safely on the periphery, and were now journeying down the back
roads that could lead us into the deepest, and sometimes most
disturbingly real, regions of our beings.
After rowing back in and taking a tongue-lashing from the
lifeguard (our flouting of the life jacket rule had not gone unnoticed by
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the eagle-eyed son-of-a-bitch), I asked Lana and Jenny if they would give
me a few minutes alone to make a phone call before we left the
boathouse. I wanted to call Mary Kay while I still possessed the clarity of
the afternoon to tell her, simply, that I loved her.

Yellowstone National Park 4:23p.m. MDT
Moose hats ... somebody tell that thing to get out of the road... hey, let's get
a picture ofBullwinkle... O.K. , on my count, one-two-three, ROW Never
mind...J'll row the boat my damn self. ..you 're right, Jenny--you just don 't
get scenery like this at Weeki Wachi... America is the tits, that's all I've
got to say.

With the afternoon effectively shot we thought it best to get on the
road and start the long trek across the rest of Montana that lay ahead of
us. We followed the main road through the rest of the park, for many
beautiful miles. We caught glimpses of "The Grand Canyon of the
Yellowstone," the Tower Roosevelt waterfall, and a dozen or so more
buffalo on the way out. We also got a dose of sheer terror when our van
broke down on top of a hill. We thought we were going to have to sleep
in the park among the wild beasties until a Boy Scout troop leader
chanced upon us and fixed the problem--an overheated coil or some
such--with a spray-bottle of water he just happened to have with him.
Here, thank heaven, was a man who observed quite solemnly his oath to
"be prepared."
The park road we followed through northern Wyoming eventually
dumped us back into Montana, into the little town of Silver Gate.
Stopping at a service station, we asked the attendant if he knew of
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anywhere we could get a horseback ride, having decided it would be
criminal to leave Montana without mounting a horse. The man glanced at
his watch and gave a cynical little giggle, replying that six o' clock was a
little late to be thinking about a trail ride. He added, however, that our
chances of finding one would be slightly less slim up the road a piece in
Cooke City, as it was more "touristy" up there.
We made it to Cooke City in a flat ten minutes, finding nothing
particularly touristy about it; except for two or three small riding stables,
there was not much of anything there at all. We turned off the road at one
of the signs advertising trail rides. The place looked deserted but I got
out to knock on the barn door anyway. Just as we were about to give up
on the whole idea a big, gray pickup truck pulled in behind the van. The
guy who got out looked like a very short Garth Brooks, decked out from
head to toe in your basic cowboy gear: Stetson hat, Wrangler jeans,
gigantic silver belt buckle, and a pair of snakeskin boots, the heels of
which gave him the extra couple of inches he desperately needed to seem
a proper cowboy. At first I thought he looked mean, but I soon realized
he was merely trying to get the wad of chaw under his bottom lip
comfortably situated and, after he did, I could see he had a big, open,
pleasant face and I liked him immediately.
The cowboy introduced himself as Joe and we made the obvious
jokes about him being "Joe Montana." He asked how he could oblige us,
at which point Lana went into a brilliant, extemporaneous spiel about
how we had driven all the way from Florida just to ride horses and would
it be possible to get a ride--just a short ride--before we had to leave
Montana. The cowboy appeared genuinely sympathetic to our situation
and sincerely sorry he couldn't help us out, because the boss was not in
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and he wasn't allowed to take people out on special trips without gaining
prior permission. The three of us hung our heads, toed the dirt, and then,
as if on cue, looked up in unison to give Cowboy Joe the most pitiful,
puppy-eyed, guilt-inducing looks we could muster. Unable to resist our
full-frontal attack, he actually blurted out "aw schucks" (no shit--aw
schucks) and led us into the bam.
It took Cowboy Joe a good forty minutes to saddle all the horses,

but he didn't act the least bit put out by our intrusion. Actually, I think
he's the kind of guy who is so proud of the land he lives on that he loves
to show it off to poor city folk who don't know any better than to stay
cooped up in their concrete prisons when there is such a pleasant
alternative.
Joe talked the whole time he worked, telling us about his wife, who
was up in Alaska teaching school to relieve some of her student loan debt;
and about their newborn son, who was with her; and about how he
couldn't wait to have his family back together again. I was surprised to
hear that he was going to college, too; I couldn't imagine our cowboy in a
classroom. He said he was trying to get a teaching degree so he could
join his wife and child in Alaska but that it was slow going because he
had to work summers and couldn't take classes year round.
This obviously skilled cowboy told us he'd been breaking horses
since he was a kid and even went out on the rodeo circuit a time or two.
He lived alone on the ranch, in a loft in the bam, and loved working with
the horses. But he missed his family and the only reason he now kept at
this kind of work was because the money was so damn good in the
summer, meaning, I surmised, the exorbitant fees people like us willingly
paid to play cowboy for an hour. When Joe wasn't talking to us he was
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yelling at the mule who kept trespassing into the bam or telling his
three-legged dog to stop his yapping, that he'd get his supper when we
got back.
Joe set me up with a red sorrel named Casanova; Jenny rode
Ready, another sorrel and Lana got a white horse named Susie. Joe
climbed up on his favorite mount, a beautiful bay-and-white he called
"stupid" but whose real name was Alvin. I hadn't been on a horse in
years and I couldn't figure out what to do once I got on him, as there was
no ignition switch, no steering wheel, no gear shift. Joe said to just kick
him, which seemed cruel but proved effective in getting him started. He
then gave us a quick course in Trail Riding 101: first, hold the saddle' s
hom tightly and don't mess too much with the reigns, the horse knows the
way; next, remember to keep your back straight and break at the hips,
letting your backside move with the horse's; and, finally--and most
important--if you fall off, just roll out of the horse's way, if you are not
already dead or unconscious. Taking all of this under advisement we
followed Joe out into the woods.
It was nearly seven thirty by the time we got going. Fortunately it
was summer and we'd have the light of day for a good while yet, but the
sky was already getting a little dusky, with rose and purple streaks
presumptuously painting themselves over the previously unbroken blue.
Joe took a trail that brought us over some pretty steep, rocky areas and
through a couple of streams, all of which our horses took in expert stride.
I lost my nervousness about falling off early on and rode into the
Montana sunset with my cowboy and my sister and my friend, feeling
like the luckiest person in the world, feeling like God was finally on my
side.
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Chapter 9

Cooke City, MT to The Badlands, SD

Silver Gate, MT 9:08p.m. MDT
Hey, mister, won 't you take us for a horsey ride, pleeeeeease... how do
you start this thing, anyway...kick 'er? Ooooh, it works ... giddy-up,
Cass ... over the river and through the woods ... talk about rocks in the
road. ..! can't believe we 're on horses in Montana .. .look at that sky... take
the money, Joe, and thanks for the ride. You are a gentleman and a
scholar AND a cowboy... happy trails, friend.

When the hour-long ride was over, Joe hitched the horses to a post
and invited us to come to the back of the bam where there was a corral
full of horses he was working on breaking. We stood at the fence and he
pointed out the different breeds, instructing us on the fmer points of each
one. I got up next to him on a fence rung and listened intently, enjoying
Joe's informative lecture as well as his warm presence. When he was
through giving his lesson, Joe asked us where we were headed next. We
told him we wanted to make it to Mount Rushmore by the next afternoon,
by the insanely roundabout way of North Dakota, prompting Joe to
whistle low under his breath and utter a long, drawn out "daaaaang." He
then signed our shirts and took our pictures with the horses. I asked Lana
to take my picture with him and it is my favorite snapshot from the trip:
Joe and I standing next to the horses, with friendly arms slung over each
others' shoulders, smiling big smiles under a big, Montana sky.
Figuring it was time to take care of business, we asked him how
much we owed him for the rides. "Nothing," Joe replied to the dusty
ground, "this one's on me." Unable to take total advantage of this kind
soul, we offered him a twenty dollar "tip" which he finally accepted after

I suggested he start his kid's college fund with it. He took his wallet out
of his left boot and tucked the twenty inside it, but not before showing us
a picture of his son, taken on the day he was born. (You have to love a
cowboy who carries baby pictures in his wallet). I got behind the wheel
and pulled off the ranch slowly, stopping at the edge of the property to
honk and wave, feeling like a better person for having known the likes of
Joe Montana.

I have never been so butt-clenchin' scared in all my life as I was
during our passage over the Beartooth Mountain. Words cannot describe
the absolute terror I experienced in driving on a road so treacherous I
doubt anyone has taken to it without considering the stark fact of his
mortality. Beartooth Pass winds tightly through the mountain, reaching its
zenith at 13,000 feet. The actual linear distance from Silver Gate to Red
Lodge is only sixty-nine miles, but it took six harrowing hours to cover it
because of the curves, the elevation, and the fact that we never got over
twenty miles per hour.
I don't know what kept me going that night. I was spent from the
previous night's marathon drive and, with the day's boat and horse rides,
I had fairly depleted my stores of energy. Plus, I was starving, because
we'd neglected to eat anything substantive before we got on the road.
There are no golden arches on the Beartooth; there are not even any guard
rails, for Christ's sake. I suspect what kept me on awake was the pure,
unadulterated fright coursing through my veins like a speedball of coke
and crank.

80

Lana stayed up with me for most of the trip. Jenny was awake, too,
but she remained uncharacteristically quiet except for the occasional
expression of her wish not to die. As we ascended higher and higher up
the mountain, I watched my knuckles grow increasingly white until I was
afraid I'd cut off all circulation to my fingers, which was not a good thing
when a firm, sure grip on the wheel was the only thing keeping us from
ugly, untimely demises. Lana tried to keep me awake by talking
incessantly (which, incidentally, was not difficult for her to do). I opened
the windows, letting the cold mountain air slap me awake every now and
again. And I tried the old "loud music" trick, but that night it just served
to jangle my nerves.
We reached the top of the mountain at just around midnight. I
pulled off on a switchback and the three of us got out of the van to check
out the view from two and a half miles up. I walked to the edge and
looked out to see what appeared to be a huge, round, off-white ghost
hovering just beyond my reach. It was the moon. I turned around to look
across the road and noticed some other foreign white matter in the near
distance. Snow. It was the snow I'd asked Joe about during the ride,
when we had gazed up at Beartooth Mountain from the trail. I was
amazed to see snow in August and Joe told me there's snow all year in
the mountains, because it stays frozen at that elevation. I had no idea
when we were down there on our horses looking up on that snow-peaked
mountain that we would be standing on top of it that night.
We ran across the road and took some of the packed snow out of
the face of the mountain and staged an impromptu snowball fight. Then,
before getting back in the van, I made one last snowball and threw it off
the edge of the earth. I still swear I hit that moon.
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We made it to Red Lodge by three a.m., and pulled into the parking
lot of the beautiful resort there to sleep for the duration of the night.
Jenny even yielded the "bed" to me because she was so grateful I had
gotten us over the mountain in one piece. I said a little prayer before
drifting off to dreamland, thanking God for helping me over that
mountain, and for the snow and the moon and stars, and once again, for
my life.

6August 1995 Billings, MT 8:12a.m. MDT
I still can 't get over getting over that mountain. .. J'll take that breakfast
with thirteen cups ofcoffee, please... Jeez, lady, did you just bite into a
lemon? Well then why do you look so bitter?...our waitress hates me,
Lana--do you think she's just jealous because I'm so pretty? .. .! left a little
present for ya, Doreen. .. it 's all in the note.

I woke up outside Billings, when Lana threw open the back door
and let a draft of cold air invade my cozy nest. It was about eight in the
morning and Lana had been up since six driving Route 212 trying to find
something to eat. We were parked outside a diner into which Jenny had
already gone to secure us a table. I followed Lana into the lobby of the
restaurant, but turned around when I snapped out of my somnambulism
and realized I wasn't wearing any shoes.
I ordered a huge breakfast of three eggs, ham, hash browns, wheat
toast, and side orders of pancakes and bacon. I also helped Lana and
Jenny finish their breakfasts, washing all of this down with about thirteen
cups of coffee. Our skinny waitress regarded me with some disgust, but I
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didn't care. I was "road hungry," a special kind of hungry that precludes
the need for any and all politeness in dining.
Lana and Jenny rolled me out of the restaurant, but not before I
deposited a little package in the ladies' room, a present for our churlish
waitress, leaving with it a note expressing my hope that the manager
order her to come and flush it.

Back on the road, I took a series of fitful naps and wondered at the
logic of going all the way up to North Dakota when Mount Rushmore
was only four hours away. I knew the purpose of the trip was to visit all
forty-eight states, but...North Dakota? Couldn't we just lie?
Somewhere along U.S. 212 I spotted a Volkswagen Beetle, painted
in the black and white splotches of a dairy cow, sitting in front of a
Twistee Treat. When we passed it, I made Lana tum around and go back
because it was the only thing I'd seen worth taking a picture of. That's
the only memory I can muster of North Dakota. That, and being stricken
with the sudden realization that I hadn't seen one black person in two
whole days.

The trip into South Dakota was a little more noteworthy, made
livelier by the presence of swarms of bikers on their way to the "Sturgis
Run." I was still monopolizing the back seat, napping on and off, but
mostly off, as the unremitting roar of hogs whizzing by does not provide
for peaceful sleep. After one of these little naps, I woke up to see outside
my window a woman waving at me from the back of a Harley she shared
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with a large, menacing-looking man. How nice, a .friendly biker chick I
thought to myself, and waved back at her. Acknowledging my
acknowledgment, she flashed the peace sign. I intended to return the
same gesture, but somewhere in my sleep-addled brain the wires got
crossed, and I instead shot her a huge bird. And with a big smile on my
face. I next thought to myself oh, shit, we are a white van in a sea of
black Harleys and we are now marked for death . Either she didn't see
me or she admired my nerve, because we made it to Mount Rushmore
unscathed, among the few visiting the monument that day who were not
sporting any leather or tattoos.
Mount Rushmore, SD 4:1 7 p.m. CDT
What's the Rush? More! ...Rushmore is cool, but we always seem to spend
more time in the gift shops and restaurants of the monuments/parks/big
holes than we do looking at what brought us there in the first
place... many bikers on their way to Sturgis made this visit a particularly
pleasant experience .. .I'm just glad they didn 't kill us -- "]didn't mean to
flip you're old lady off, Monster, honest... "

It was nice to see Mount Rushmore, but by this point in the trip

things were starting to get a little anti-climactic. We'd already seen
Graceland, the Cadillac Graveyard, The Grand Canyon, the Vegas Strip,
the Haight, Napa Valley, and Yellowstone, and had ridden horses into a
Montana sunset with a real live cowboy. Mount Rushmore is a marvel of
sculpture and engineering, but you can't spend all day looking at it. We
took a gander at the four faces and headed straight for the restaurant,
where we had huge mint chocolate chip ice cream cones in honor of one
of them, Thomas Jefferson, drafter of the Constitution and first purveyor
of ice cream on the American continent.
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We pulled out of Rushmore pleased to have visited but eager to get
our South Dakota errands over with, which meant we were headed to the
Badlands, where Jenny heard Kevin Costner had a restaurant. I don't
knoW what we were thinking when we chose to go through the Badlands
at night. I guess it never occurred to us that they aren' t called the

Badlands for nothing.
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Chapter 10

The Badlands, SD to Minneapolis, MN

Somewhere in The Badlands, SD 8:52p.m. MDT
I don 't know, Lana, why do YOU suppose they call these the Badlands?
.. .Bruuuuuce... we'd better find Kevin's restaurant after all this ... is that a
coyote? .. just passed a sign informing us that we're no longer in the
United States, per se, but rather on some Indian land, though I didn't get
which tribe... do you think they'll scalp us for speeding? ...yes, I know
indigenous persons humor is un-PC, but I'm feeling just a little ornery
out here.. .boy that breeze feels good back there.

We reached the Badlands as the last of the day's light died out.
Jenny threw in Springsteen's "Badlands" CD and cued up the title track
to get us in the proper frame of mind. But the deeper we drove into the
canyons, the more uneasy we became.
We hadn't really scheduled a trip to the Badlands as part of the
original triptik. We were supposed to take I-90 out of Mount Rushmore
clear across the state to Sioux Falls, but Jenny really wanted to see if we
could find Kevin Costner's restaurant--and thereby possibly Kevin
Costner--so we took a southbound spur to the vast national park, not
entirely certain of what we were looking for.
The trip wasn't all bad, for the Badlands are really quite
spectacular. It just got scary on that long stretch of "drive at your own
risk" road, so designated because it was narrow, unpaved and flanked by
two rather steep ravines. Before we got to that bad stretch, however, we
were having a pretty good time, talking and laughing and generally
cutting up. We seemed to be the only travelers in the area that night, and
I took the choice opportunity our isolation provided for doing something
I'd been wanting to do for the last couple of days : opening the sliding

side door of the van, stripping from the waist down, and sticking my ass
out the side.
We emerged from the Badlands sometime during the night, coming
right out of the park onto I-90, as if by magic. Of course, we never found
Kevin Costner' s restaurant, and when we asked about it in Sioux Falls,
we got a chilly response from the convenience store clerk. It seems Mr.
Dances With Wolves is not so very popular among South Dakotans, even
though he owns half their state.

Again, I was responsible for the long night drive to traverse an
entire state. It would be the last time I was able to drive more than four
hours at a stretch, because the novelty of driving was beginning to wear
off. It's not that I didn't still enjoy driving, but it was like eating too
much of a good thing: yeah, you really like it, but you reach a point when
enough is enough. We were all getting a little tired of it and as a remedy
we implemented the "Two-Hour Rule" the next day: there would be two
hours shifts of driving, sleeping in the back, and keeping the driver
company. For instance, if I was driving, Jenny would be in the
passenger' s seat amusing me and Lana would be asleep in the back.
Two hours later, we'd shift: I'd go to the passenger's seat, Lana would
come up to drive and Jenny would go to sleep. To this rule we later
added the "Tough Shit Corollary," which addressed the concerns of those
who neglected to sleep in their allotted two hours.
I'd calculated in my head that night that South Dakota was the
twenty-fourth state we'd entered, bringing us to the half-way point in the
journey, making the rest of the drive, for all intents and purposes, the
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return home. It was a thoroughly depressing thought. As tiring as the
hours of constant driving were, I didn't really want to go home. I liked it
out on the road. I liked the freedom and the distance it provided from my
"real" life. The road provided the perspective I'd needed in order to
examine myself more objectively, and I wasn't ready to leave it.
I drove through that night dog-tired but determined to take
advantage of the quiet hours it allowed me to think without interruption.
I reflected on many things that night, but mostly I thought about Mary
Kay. I missed her. I felt a little ache in the pit of my stomach sometimes,
wondering how and what she was doing, wishing that she had come on
the road with us to share in this incredible experience. I also wondered
how our relationship would be when I returned home, if there was a
relationship left at all.
I'd left Mary Kay at the end of June, moved out of the apartment
we shared and went back home to my mother' s house. We had_seen each
other a couple of times since then, but the strain of the spring and the
subsequent break-up made her very cautious around me. I was still very
hurt by Mary Kay's aloofness toward my pain, a defense mechanism I
knew she employed to help her keep her own sanity. When I was at my
most suicidal, she once intimated that maybe I was just using the threat as
a weapon to manipulate her into not leaving. It was the most devastating
feeling I'd ever endured, knowing that someone I loved and trusted
thought I could be so cruel. I also began to wonder if it was true, and it
set me on another downward spiral of uncertainty.
The couple of months I spent in therapy helped me straighten some
of my feelings for Mary Kay. Everyone assumed when I started dating
her I was somehow looking for a "mother" figure, but I knew I wasn't. I
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was looking for someone decent and honest, someone who laughed at my
stupid jokes, and someone on whom I could depend for comfort and
support, and Mary Kay filled this big, impossible order. The fact that she
was twenty-two years older than me was secondary to all these other
things. I certainly didn't need or want a mother, but I wanted someone
who had a nurturing instinct in its most generic sense, someone who was
willing to take in a hurt stray and nurse it back to health. And that, too,
was Mary Kay.
Actually, I wasn't really "looking" for anyone at all when I met
her; I had been single for three years prior to meeting Mary Kay, and was
just beginning to get comfortable with not having what Carson McCullers
termed a "we of me." I didn't need the relationship until I got into it, and
then it became a source of the stability I so desperately sought. I poured
all of my energies into being the best lover, the best friend, the best
companion to Mary Kay I could possibly be. And when Mary Kay did
not return the effort, instead pouring her energies into becoming a better
individual, I took it as a sign that I was not worth her time or trouble. She
told me again and again to take care of myself first, and that everything
else good would follow, but I could not care for myself because I'd never
been taught how to go about it.
Tearing through the South Dakota night, I listened to the hopeful
voice in my heart ensuring me that Mary Kay was going to be there when
I got home, greeting me with open arms, telling me how proud she was of
my courageous journey. And even if she wasn't waiting, even ifwe went
our separate ways for good, I would be able to tell her honestly that I was
finally taking care of myself, I was doing the self-searching that I'd
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always been afraid of, and that I was beginning to feel like I could stand
on my own two feet without any crutches, including her.
Unfortunately, I was also half listening to the country station
playing in the background of all this, the litany of she-done-left-me songs
providing a counterbalance to my optimism. These songs about love and
loss played one after the other, an unbroken chain of co-dependent misery
I found difficult to abide, but I couldn't stop listening because they all
sounded so primal, so close to the irrational, emotional core of love,
beyond all the psychobabble explanations. During one song, the most
pitiful little ditty I'd ever heard, sung in a high, mournful twang, I thought
I was hallucinating when the DJ' s voice came on in the middle of the
record and said, "God, what a whiiiiner." I emitted a low laugh and
whispered my sentiments exactly, hoss at the dashboard, but kept on
listening just the same.
When I got to Sioux Falls the clock read 3:15a.m., but it was really
4: 15, because we'd passed into the central time zone somewhere along
the way. I coasted into the parking lot of some truck stop, and the girls
looked so peaceful in their sleep I couldn't bear to wake them. I put the
seat back and joined them, waking a couple of hours later when Lana told
me to get my carcass out of the driver' s seat, we had to get to Nebraska.

The morning saw us through Nebraska and Iowa, both of which
remain a blur in my memory. I remember thinking only two things
driving through them: wow, that 's a LOT ofcorn and why would anybody
choose to live here? I guess both of those states are perfectly suitable for
farmers and white supremacists, but why anyone else would live there is
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beyond me. I can recall only two memorable moments from that whole
mommg.
The first took place at a mini-mart in Obert, Nebraska, where we
stopped for coffee and asked the big-haired cashier to sign our shirts. She
hesitated, but finally agreed, signing all three with the stark seriousness I
supposed she treated every insignificant task in her day. Upon signing
the last one, she held it up and read aloud what was printed in bold, blue
letters on the front: ROAD TRIP FROM HELL. Seeing this, she cried,
"Oh, my word, I don't think I should have signed something that says
'hell ' on it, I think it' s a sin." She was utterly serious and I tried to
reassure her that it was probably not a real big sin and that I'd consult my
Bible on it wh~n we got back to the van.
The second incident occurred on northbound U.S. 75 just outside of
Sioux City, Iowa, where a Mack truck swerved just in time to avoid
ramming us into early graves. I figured it was God reminding f!le not to
make Bible jokes.

I liked the Midwest, fmding something very soothing about the
vast mundaneness of it, but, at the same time, finding something mildly
disturbing in it. The portions ofNebraska, Iowa, and Minnesota we drove
through as the day progressed showed very little variation among them.
They each had rolling farmland, com, cows, and legions of Caucasians.
It must be the whitest region in the whole United States. Everywhere we
stopped, nothing but white folks: at the mini-mart in Obert, Nebraska, at
the Connoco in James, Iowa, at the Happy Chef and Dairy Queen in
Windom, Minnesota. I began to look into passing cars for signs of racial
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and ethnic diversity, but was unable to find any. I don't know exactly
why this troubled me, but it did. It made me wonder why the richest
farmland in America is seemingly off-limits to blacks. Maybe I'm wrong
about this; maybe there are black people living in the region, or maybe
it's just that black people have chosen not to live there. I don't know. I
don't have the statistics on minority populations in this part of the
Midwest. I can only write about what I saw.

Like true believers on a pilgrimage to a holy land, Lana and Jenny
sought out the Mall of America the minute we pulled into Minneapolis. I
cannot lie and say I wasn't interested in seeing it, but I think my
motivation was different from theirs' . I wanted to sneer, they wanted to
shop.
Visiting the Mall of America confirmed my suspicion that we are
becoming a "mall culture." That is, we are beginning to center every
aspect of our lives around one or another form of consumerism, and are
building malls to honor the god of shopping like the ancients built
temples to the sun.
There is nothing you cannot do or buy in the Mall of America, with
its three levels of retail stores and services. You can spend your
afternoon getting your hair and nails done, having some lunch, seeing
your therapist and then stopping for a double mochaccino to wash down
the Prozac you had re-filled at the pharmacy. You can then stop by the
lawyer's office to drop off your divorce papers, picking up the glasses
you just had made in an hour on the second floor along the way. Next,
it's off to buy some clothes to complement your new frames so you'll
look fabulous when you go out for dinner and a movie and then maybe
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dancing at a nightclub with your handsome new beau. Or, if you have the
kids along, you can take them to the Camp Snoopy theme park, ride the
roller coaster or the Ferris wheel, and cap your perfect evening with one
of seventy-seven flavors of ice cream, in either a waffle or sugar cone, or
perhaps in a cup: small, medium, or large. All of this you can do under
one roof without ever having to see the light of day
Of course, if I had to be there anyway, I thought I might as well
take advantage of the shop-portunities available. I bought some new
shorts, rode the roller coaster with Lana (from which we took video
footage of the third floor whizzing past, a surrealistic nightmarish piece
of tape showing what appears to be mall culture on the rampage), and
eating very near my weight in free cheese at the biggest Hickory Farms
I've ever seen.

7 August 1995 Mall ofAmerica, Minneapolis, MN 8:21p.m.
Haven 't written in my journal all day because there hasn't been much to
write about. Driving through Nebraska I had a dream about "The
Stand" and heard someone whispering, "the rats are in the corn. "
What's up with that?... Finally saw black folk at the Mall--I'm not much
for conspiracy theories, but I was getting worried for a minute about the
possibility ofa secret ethnic cleansing campaign in the Midwest.
I guess you just can't fully experience America without going to a
mall. ..l've never seen such a crass display ofconspicuous consumerism in
all my life... bought a cool pair ofshorts, though. ..Please, please, no more
cheese.
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Chapter 11

Minneapolis, MN to Chicago, IL

One of us drove all the way to Madison, Wisconsin by the next
morning. It probably wasn't me, as I don't remember anything after
leaving Minneapolis except feeling really sick from all the cheese I ate at
the mall. That cheese would haunt me until Buffalo, where peristalsis
finally dictated that what goes in must come out, whether it wants to or
not.
I woke up cramped and cranky in the parking lot of a Sheraton
hotel. When I went to wake the girls, I discovered they weren't in the
van with me. Figuring they'd gone into the hotel to use the facilities, I
waited fifteen or twenty minutes before panicking. I was in the middle of
thinking the worst when I spotted the note on the dashboard: "Went to
Denny' s across the street. We' ll probably be back before you get up
anyway, you big, lazy heifer--Love, Lana."
They returned soon after from their delicious sit-down breakfast
and we hit the road for Milwaukee, stopping on the way out of Madison
so I could get an Egg McMuffin and
good-going-down-but-ultimately-nauseating, oval-shaped hash brown.

Milwaukee is one of those beautiful cities you never think about
until someone mentions it. With its stone row houses and fine Gothic
churches, it's got an Old World charm to it that is absent in cities like Los
Angeles and Dallas, a charm brought by the German immigrants who set
up their brew houses there.
We set about looking for Plank Road and the Miller Factory
because we heard they gave the best tours and the most free beer. The

tour fascinated me, especially when the guide explained how many cases
of Miller products Americans drink every year, somewhere in the tens of
millions. And that's only Miller beers--think about all the loyal Bud and
Coors drinkers, not to mention imports. It staggers the imagination.
At the end of the tour the guide gave each participant two tickets
for free beers. A hostess came around while we were enjoying our
libations and offered us complimentary commemorative postcards
bearing old Miller advertisements. She told us the brewery even picked
up the tab on mailing them, so all we had to do was address them and
drop them in the box when we left. Lana and I looked at each other and
knew exactly what the other was thinking: coup, baby.

It should have taken us only two hours to get to Chicago, but for

some reason it took us the remainder of the afternoon. We left
Milwaukee at around one o' clock, an-d didn't get to Chicago until just
before five. Of course, we did make that one stop in Kenosha, where we
enjoyed more free cheese samples at the Mars Cheese Castle, enough to
raise the ire of the floor manager, who told us we would have to buy
something or leave. Still hungry, we went to the deli in the back and
ordered salami and cheddar croissants which none of us could finish as
they were thoroughly disgusting. We then cruised the gift shop and I
swear that manager followed me around the whole time, watching to see
if I was going to steal one of his precious little cheese wedge pencil
erasers.
We rolled into Chicago debating on whether to look for a hotel
downtown or find one outside the city. That decision was cemented when
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Lana came out of the Best Western on Michigan Avenue and informed us
a double was going for $112 a night. Yeah, right. We left downtown and
found ourselves traveling through a series of ethnically distinct areas:
Polish, Irish, Italian, German, all denoted by the names of the businesses
(O'Malley's Bar, Angelo's Pizza Bowl) and the national flags painted or
hung on the buildings, most of them paired with the Stars and Stripes.
We found a seedy little motel out near the airport that wanted only
thirty five dollars for the night, and we took it because we were so
desperately in need of a shower and some decent sleep. We'd had our
last shower back in Portland and we each took about a half hour getting
the five days' worth of road grime off our bodies. Seattle, Yellowstone,
the horse ride, Rushmore, the Mall, Milwaukee .. .! watched with a little
tug of nostalgia as all of them rinsed down the drain. Afterwards, I felt
completely refreshed and ready to hit the town, but Lana and Jenny were
asleep on one of the double beds, so I flopped down on the other on and
joined them in dreamland.

8 August 1995 Chicago, IL 6:47p.m. CDT
Found a cheap room at the Motel 6, though I don't think I'm an
"officially " registered guest... interesting to go through the "Littles"
here: Little Mexico, Little Poland, Little Armenia.. felt better in the Little
Italy section--must get some pizza tomorrow .. .It felt so good to take a
shower and wash my hair.. .I'm debating right now on whether to get back
in and shave my legs ... naw, I'll do it tomorrow... J'm going out as "bush
woman" on the old town tonight, hairy-legged avenger of "natural" girls
everywhere.
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Chapter 12

Chicago, IL to Sturgis, MI

The nap did us good, and we woke up at around eight thirty to get
ready for a night out in the Windy City. I was ready in about five
minutes, but Lana and Jenny, who both had hair and makeup to worry
about, were taking their time. I flipped on HBO and started watching a
documentary about crack addicts in Lowell, Massachusetts. It followed
the sagas of Boo Boo and Brenda and Mickey, three crackheads
struggling to get off the pipe. Lana and Jenny both stopped their hygiene
rituals and watched, too, and we didn't actually leave the room until after
ten o'clock.
We headed back downtown, overwhelmed with our choices for
entertainment. I wanted to find a little out of the way jazz or blues
joint--some place Kerouac might have dug--but Jenny spotted the big,
obnoxious "Planet Hollywood" sign before I could cast a vote. Against
all my principles, I followed Lana and Jenny into the movie-themed
pleasure palace and paid $5.95 for a banana flavored concoction called
"Planet of the Apes." I sat fuming over my predicament, having only one
night in Chicago and being stuck in a place I could just as easily (and no
less disgustedly) visit in Florida. But I didn't complain; I just sat and
nursed my banana slurpee under a pair of Rocky Balboa' s satin trunks.
I had a good buzz on from the drink, which was perfectly amazing
as I could detect only the slightest trace of alcohol in it. But any alcohol
mixed with Prozac will affect you more forcefully than it normally will,
making two drinks feel like a six pack. One of Prozac' s primary side
effects, in fact, is that it makes you a cheap, easy date, which is ironic,
because it also effectively squelches your sex drive.

Lana and Jenny floated around the restaurant, looking at all the
movie memorabilia suspended from the ceilings and enshrined in glass
displays. I got up to join them after a while. Though I was largely
unimpressed with most of the items on display, I was thrilled to see a pair
of ankle-strap pumps Joan Crawford wore in "Mildred Pierce." I had to
stifle an impulse to steal them from their perch on the wall and send them
to my best friend Steve, who would die a thousand deaths to wear them
just once while vacuuming his house yelling lines from "Mommie
Dearest"--Tina, dammit, how many times have I told you not to walk in
shoes across MY carpet-- like he does in the thrift store replicas I bought
for him ten years ago.
9 August 1995 Chicago, IL 12:16 a.m. CDT
Six bucks for a banana slurpee... thanks, Jenny. Planet Hollywood is a
second-rate Hard Rock--totally, cheesy--what else would you expect from
an enterprise with Sylvester Stallone at the helm? I'm sitting in the
drive-thru ofChicago 's famous Rock and Roll McDonald's ... why do I eat
this shit? It always makes me sick... infact, "I'm sick" seems to be my
catch phrase for the trip. That, and "I'm getting a head start on my
sleep, " which is what I tell Lana every time she asks me why I'm putting
the passenger's seat back.

The next morning Lana had an appointment to meet one of her old
sorority sisters for an early breakfast at the downtown Bloomingdale's.
When she returned from her fabulous repast, she brought yet another
McDonald's breakfast for Jenny and me. We both grimaced at our
bacon, egg, and cheese biscuits, until Lana consoled us with the news that
her friend had given her the scoop on where to go for lunch, a
98

world-famous pizza joint. Pizza--a sacrament of which I had not partaken
in nearly two weeks. I smiled.

We got showered and dressed and did a couple loads of laundry.
At checkout time, Lana went to pay while Jenny and I packed the van and
pulled it around front. I couldn't understand why the desk clerk was
darting dirty looks at me and Jenny. Then I realized that Lana went into
the office alone last night and must have claimed herself a single, instead
of her usual M.O. of going in with Jenny and claiming a double. I was
sure she was now explaining how neither Jenny nor I had spent the night,
that we were friends who had just popped in that morning.
We followed the directions Lana's friend had given her to Gino's
East Pizzeria downtown and found a place to park about four blocks up
the street from it. I could see there was a line of people waiting to get
in--always a good sign. Lana put our names in for a table and after a
good half-hour a hostess led us upstairs to our table. Gino's is a huge,
multi-level restaurant and it was packed to the rafters that afternoon. It
took me a minute to register the fact that the black and white streaks all
over the walls and tables and high-back wooden booths were not some
attempt at a Jackson Pollack drip-painting theme, but graffiti. There was
graffiti on every available surface in the restaurant; on the black surfaces
of the tables and booths, it was written in white-out. When I went to the
bathroom there was this message scrawled in big, letters on the back of
the toilet seat: TAKE A DUMP, with an arrow pointing downward. I
would have if it weren't for all that cheese.
And speaking of cheese, Lana's friend wasn't lying when she said
Gino's had the tastiest, cheesiest pizza on earth. Now, I grew up in New
Jersey revering the classic hand-tossed, crispy-crusted New York-style
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pizza, but the Chicago-style pizza that came to our table still haunts my
dreams, with its thick, chewy crust, mounds of stringy cheese and charred
pepperoni, and scattered pools of rich red sauce. For small women, Lana
and Jenny can really pack in the food and we all chowed down until the
last piece of our extra-large pie was gone. We kicked around the notion
of ordering another. Exercising remarkable restraint, the only thing more
we asked our waitress for was a bottle of correction fluid so we could
inscribe our names for posterity on our table:
Lana, Jenny, & Stephanie
Road Trip From Hell
August 9, 1995
"Now that's the flava"

It was raining when we emerged from Gino' s and, lacking an
umbrella, I hailed a cab to carry us the four blocks back to our car,
feeling like a big shot when I tipped the driver four dollars for a one
dollar ride. As I went around the front of the van to get in the
passenger' s side I noticed something on the windshield, a little love note
from the Chicago Parking Authority. As we pulled away from Gino' s we
discussed whether we should pay the twenty-five dollars, deciding not to
until they threatened a larger fme or a prison term.
On the way out of town, we drove around part of the lakeshore and
took one more cruise up Michigan A venue--the "Magnificent Mile."
Jenny wanted to find out where and when "Oprah" was taping, but we' d
indulged her star fantasies the night before so she didn't whine when we
vetoed her proposal. We found the interstate and were well out of the
city by the time we realized we' d forgotten to get gas.
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Once you leave downtown going east on I-90, you are pretty much
stuck on the interstate until you get to Gary, Indiana. That is, you're
stuck if you're not looking to get off in the projects. Our fuel gauge was
sitting just a hair' s breadth above "E" when we began to weigh our
options: run out of gas on the highway and hope some benevolent
bystander with a gas can happens upon us, or hazard a trip into the
projects to find a gas station, both of these fairly unattractive
propositions.
Once again, I hope I do not come across as racist, because I'm not.
But neither am I ignorant of the harsh racial realities existing in American
society. We have not come as far as we think we have--on either
side--and I truly believed that the presence in the ghetto of three white,
middle class girls in a new mini-van would inevitably result in the kind of
violence driven by the rage of relative deprivation. And even though, as
a lesbian, I feel I can identify more capably with other oppressed
minorities, I know that blacks cannot as readily identify with me, because
the source of my "separateness" from the prevailing majority--white
heterosexuals--while just as immutable, can easily be camouflaged in
order that I may still benefit from my pale complexion.
African-Americans have no such luxury, and I do not blame them for the
resentment they often show when gay whites try to equate their plight
with the plight of people of color. Anyway, my point is that, as all these
thoughts were coursing crazily through my head, our van was rapidly
running out of gas.
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We held off until the last possible minute and it looked like we
might have gotten past the worst of the projects. At least the high-rises
weren't immediately evident from the highway, and we got off on the
next exit we came to, coasting on fumes into a gas station. I took one
look around and almost threw up. It was the most run-down ghetto I'd
ever seen, with boarded-up, grafitti-laden buildings and great heaps of
trash in the gutters. Jenny volunteered to pump the gas if I would go up
and pay. She took her eel-skin wallet out of her bag and handed me five
dollars. I went to pay the attendant, who gave me a look that said you

must be the craziest cracker I've ever seen. When I returned to the van I
noticed a few people beginning to congregate at the edge of the station's
concrete grounds. I also noticed that Jenny was pumping the gas with
one hand and holding her eel skin wallet in the other, but not just holding
it, holding it up, and elegantly, with a suppley hyper-extended wrist
reminiscent of the way Bette Davis used to hold her cigarette.

~

went to

her and stripped it out of her hands and called her a stupid bitch and stood
sentry at the other side of the van, wishing I had a firearm. I could see
the gathering crowd staring at us from the comer of my eye and even
heard them talking about us and our white van, but no one approached. I
can only imagine that they must have thought we were some kind of
police decoys and that's the reason they didn't try to rob or rape or
otherwise harm us. Either that, or maybe not everybody who lives in a
ghetto is a criminal.
Back on the road we discussed the incident, making jokes to ease
our consciences. Each of us admitted the fear we felt in that situation and
each justified it in some way. And maybe our fear was justified. Maybe
fear is the only thing that can be justified in these types of situations,
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because so many of the horrible abuses perpetrated by "us" on "them"
were not justifiable, and they would be only human in wanting to seek a
little retribution, a little revenge.

We had been listening to a Rolling Stones CD since we left
Chicago proper. When it was over, I tuned the radio in to a classic rock
station, elated to hear my favorite Grateful Dead song, "Uncle John's
Band," followed by "Truckin' ,"and then "Casey Jones." I thought it
must be one of those "Three fer Thursday" promotions, except it was
Wednesday. As "Casey Jones" played out, a voice came on announcing
the station' s intention to play nothing but the Grateful Dead for the next
hour as a tribute to the late Jerry Garcia. At first I thought I'd misheard
him, and then I thought it was just a "Dead" joke. Then another voice
came on with an updated bulletin: "Jerry Garcia died peacefully in his
sleep last night at a California rehab clinic."
I felt like I'd had the wind knocked out of me. I was never what
you ' d call a true Deadhead. Hell, I wasn't even born until 1969. But I
was a fan. I liked the music, and I especially liked the communal,
tolerant spirit the band fostered in its fans . I had just seen them a few
months earlier, at a show in Tampa Stadium, for which Lana surprised
me with tickets as a present for my twenty-sixth birthday. Hearing the
news, I had the sickening, sinking feeling I always get when I feel some
part of American culture is passing into oblivion, never to return or be
repeated in quite the same glorious way. It's the same way I feel about
Woolworth' s, Irving Berlin, and network news.
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South Bend, IN 6:02p.m. CDT
This is the first chance I've had to write since we left Chicago. It's been
a sobering day. I'm so ashamed of myselffor acting the way I did back at
the gas station in East Chicago, but I heard even the police are scared to
go in there, so why shouldn't I be? It 's not all fun and games on the
road.
We're at Notre Dame now, sitting under the gothic arch of the chapel's
entrance. This place is so serene, so far removed from the desperate
poverty a couple of hours away. I feel the healing presence of God here,
as I felt it in the Canyon and in Yellowstone and even in the Badlands.
And it makes me wonder now: where is God in the ghetto? And ifHe is
there, why doesn 't He help?

For the first time on the trip we had no goal set as to where we
wanted to be by a certain time. We were kind of just drifting that day,
and it felt good to not have a schedule. True freedom means never
having to be punctual. We stopped for gas and snacks in Gary, Indiana,
and we asked the security guard at the truck plaza if it would be worth
our while to visit Notre Dame when we passed through South Bend. He
said yes, definitely, that he went every chance he got to see his son, who
was on a football scholarship, kick ass for the Irish. He told us to be sure
to see something called the "Touchdown Jesus" when we got there.
We pulled up to the guard gate at the University ofNotre Dame
and told the old man inside we only wanted to see the "Touchdown
Jesus" and leave. We also asked him if he thought God really cared
about who won the Rose Bowl, and if he 'd seen "Rudy." Your basic
laconic Midwesterner, he simply handed us a visitor' s pass and a map and
told us in a nasally warble not to drive too fast on the campus.
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Twenty minutes later we returned to the guard gate, this time on
the exiting side, and asked for a couple more maps so each of us could
have a souvenir. While waiting, we assured the guard that we had not
exceeded seventy-five miles an hour while on the campus, and that we
were not the ones who ran over those two nuns near the chapel.
Before leaving South Bend, we stopped at a K-Mart in town for
postcards. I also bought a new toothbrush, a long-sleeved denim shirt and
the biggest box of Cracker Jack I've ever seen. Jenny then took the
wheel and announced she was beginning her two-hour shift, adding that if
I was going to sleep, I'd better sleep now, because she had every
intention of invoking the "Tough Shit Corollary" later.

I woke up just before we crossed the Michigan line, near Klinger
Lake. When we did cross the state line, Jenny pulled off into the parking
lot of a general store, went inside, and asked for postcards. The clerk told
her that he didn't stock postcards. We would repeat this scenario several
times in a series of podunk towns in southwestern Michigan until we
reached the relative metropolis of Sturgis.
At one stop along the way, I thought for certain we were going to
be assaulted by a doughy redneck with about as many teeth as toes on his
left foot. He saw Jenny walk into the convenience store as he was
walking out, (tried) to whistle at her, and waited for her to come out.
When she failed to acknowledge him, he got into his 1970s vintage
Chevy pickup--complete with lift kit, gun rack, and "I Support the
Michigan Militia" bumper sticker--and called her a stuck-up bitch. Then
he spied me in the driver' s seat next to her. He studied me for a moment
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and I thought he was going to get out and kick my ass, but he just sneered
"damn dykes" in his toothless lisp and took off in the opposite direction.

We made it to Sturgis just before nine o' clock--the hour all the
major stores that were likely to have post cards would close. We found
the K-Mart and they didn't have any, but a cashier near the door said she
knew Wal Mart had them because she'd just quit there last week. And so
we made a mad dash for the Wal Mart in Sturgis, Michigan, running up to
the entrance right as the manager was turning the key. We implored him
to let us in, and after a few seconds of listening to our grievous whining,
he acquiesced.
And for all this trouble I have a postcard reading, "Greetings from
Michigan" on the front, and something so foul on the back even I would
not print it here.
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Chapter 13

Sturgis, MI to Keene, NH

I followed the course we'd charted east through the bottom of
Michigan and spent my two-hour shift getting us to Toledo, Ohio.
Surrendering the wheel to Lana, I moved over to the passenger's seat and
proceeded to fall asleep. Lana yelled at me, saying I had to stay awake
and do my "passenger seat duty," which was to keep the driver awake and
amused.
Right out of Toledo, offthe southbound spur ofi-280, we got on
the Ohio Turnpike for our long trek east. I was fiddling with the video
camera when we pulled into our second toll plaza of the night. Lana
asked the man in the booth how much we owed him and I turned the
camera on to document the exchange. The man told her the toll was three
dollars. Hearing this, Lana howled dramatically for the camera, "Oh my
God! You people are bleeding us dry." Her tone was obviously jocular,
but the humorless toll-taker did not betray even the faintest hint of a
smile. He just looked at us very sternly from behind his hom rim glasses
and said, "Am I supposed to respond to that silliness?" Too tired to come
up with a snappy retort, we just laughed at him and drove away.
I enjoyed being up with Lana that night. Jenny was sleeping and
my sister and I had a rare moment together to enjoy each other' s
company. Somewhere during the trip I discovered how much I genuinely
liked Lana, and the feeling made me very happy. I am not exaggerating
when I say that I grew up hating Lana, and she hating me. We spent our
childhood competing for the scarce quantities of positive attention
available in our home, and such fierce competition rarely fosters love

between its contestants. When I was a kid, I could not imagine a time
when I would ever not hate Lana.
Our brothers, Paul and George, did not seem as caught up in the
scramble for attention, and I didn't feel the same jealousies toward them
as I did toward Lana. George is my twin and, though we were never
particularly close, I always felt a connection with him that precluded me
from directing very many ill-feelings toward him. George was the
quietest among us, a sweet-natured boy who often bore the brunt of my
father's violence because he was so vulnerable. My father once beat
George' s head against a wall so hard he knocked him unconscious. I
though he was dead and prayed for God to bring him back. When he
finally came to I swore to myself I would always share all my candy and
stuff with my twin brother, but I don't think I kept my oath as loyally
through the years as I meant to that day.
Paul, as the oldest, was our protector; when he got big enough he
would offer himself as a punching bag between my father and whoever
my father was going after at the time. Paul was very popular in high
school and many of his friends became my friends. Paul would let me tag
along with him sometimes, when he knew I was lonely or needed to get
out of the house. When in the ninth grade no one asked me to the
Homecoming Dance, Paul and a couple of his buddies took me.
Afterwards, we went riding around town in his friend Mike's old Pontiac
and they made me feel like a real big shot, like "one of the guys." Paul
was strong and brave and he was my hero, and I think he was the most
hurt of us all because of the awesome responsibility of that role, which
was heaped on him on top of the abuse.
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Lana and I talked about our family, about the madness and the
mayhem and the many, many tears we'd shed when thinking about what a
mess each of us became because of it. We spoke openly and honestly and
tried hard not to gloss over the wrongs we'd done to each other in the
dogged pursuit of something parents have a duty to offer freely and
equally to all of their children. And, on the Ohio Turnpike in the middle
of the night, I fmally did something my pride had never allowed me to do:
I admitted how bitter I'd always felt about her success.
I dropped out of high school in the middle of my senior year. I was
failing out anyway, unable to concentrate on anything but getting away
from home. But Lana was able to stick it out, winning a partial
scholarship to college and thriving there. She became vice-president of
the student body and was invited into the best sorority on campus.
When she was elected Homecoming Queen in her senior year, I
watched the crowning from the auditorium bleachers with tears of pride
filling one eye and tears of resentment filling the other. A few months
later, in that same auditorium, I watched her walk through her graduation,
earning two bachelor' s degrees and an Honors medal. Again the tears
came, and with them the determination that if Lana could do it, then so
could I. She had absolutely inspired me.
Lana and I started hanging out together when she moved back
home after graduation. We found we shared many of the same interests.
Coll~ge

seemed to make her more thoughtful, more open-minded. She

would even try to talk with me about my sexuality, which was a source of
much consternation for her when we were in high school as she thought it
reflected poorly on her.
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Our relationship evolved slowly and quietly for the couple of years
before the road trip. Though we still had our differences, we were
becoming a little closer every day. We cemented this bond on the road
and, though we remain vastly different in the way we approach our lives,
I cannot remember what it felt like to hate Lana, and I cannot imagine a
time when I will ever not love her.

Lana eventually let me go to sleep for awhile, but shook me awake
when we got to Cleveland. She woke me to let me know that she'd
managed to locate the "cracktown" section of the city and asked me to sit
up for a minute and stay on the lookout for muggers and carjackers. She
also wanted me to shoot some video of the squalor on Superior Avenue,
which I refused to do. I noticed a couple of heavily fortified convenience
stores among the downtown's ruins and dared her to go into one and ask
for postcards. For a minute I thought she was going to, but even Lana
does not possess that kind of nerve.
We found postcards and got signatures a little further up the
interstate. We also switched positions; I went to the back seat and did not
stir again until someone' s brazen violation of the anti-flatulence code
woke me up in the parking lot of a K-Mart in Buffalo.
The K-Mart was due to open in five minutes by the time we all
woke up and got our bearings. We decided to go in and see if they had
one of those luncheonettes that serves your standard
two-eggs-bacon-toast-and-jelly breakfast. They did, and for a measly
$1.99. Although it wasn't a five-star dining experience, it certainly beat
another Egg McMuffin.
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After breakfast, we went back to the van, and then returned to the
store, where we used their bathroom facilities to freshen up. I brought in
our back pack full of sundries and we brushed our teeth and hair and
washed our faces. As I intimated before, I also finally rid myself of that
burdensome Wisconsin cheese, giving Lana and Jenny fair warning to
evacuate beforehand.

10 August 1995 Niagara Falls, NY 12:09 p.m. EDT
Woke up in Buffalo ... how depressing is that? I've decided to forego all
cheese and "processed cheese food products " for the duration ... We're at
the falls and I want to be excited about it but I can't make myself.. they
really are quite spectacular to look at, and I find myself wondering what
it would feel like to jump into them ... Lana figures it would probably hurt
real bad. .. had a nice ride with Lana last night. I like talking with her,
because I can't bullshit her--she knows the truth. ...

We got to Niagara Fails sometime that morning and I realized as
we pulled in that we were back in the eastern time zone. For much of the
trip we had to calculate the time according Eastern Daylight Savings
time, where we kept our watches and the van's clock in order to avert
confusion. Sometimes I didn't know what time it was because I couldn't
tell which time zone we were in, producing in my gut an oddly disturbing
feeling, one that made me wonder how it would feel to become "unstuck"
in time like Billy Pilgrim.
Like I had at Mount Rushmore, I got a sinking feeling of
disappointment when I looked at the falls. I thought they were beautiful,
but I wished I could feel more enthusiastic about them. I think I was
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experiencing such a sensory overload I could have witnessed the second
coming of Jesus at that point and felt something like yeah, yeah, that 's
nice.

Lana and Jenny wanted to stay awhile and I was certainly in no
hurry to get back on the road. We walked around the falls and took some
pictures and found the gift shop and stopped to rest in a beautiful park
with a view of the water. I fell down on the soft carpet of grass and
entertained the notion of taking a nap there. I remember thinking how
nice the grass was and how nice the park was, and the falls, and the
weather, and I remember wondering why I felt like such a grumpy,
hateful bitch. Then it struck me: PMS. Once I realized what was wrong
with me, I felt better about my generally misanthropic attitude and
enjoyed the rest of the morning much more than I thought I would.
On the way out of Niagara we talked about trying to make it up to
Portland, Maine that night. I studied the map and it looked like an
awfully long way, but Lana was driving and she said no problem, we' d be
eating lobster by nightfall.

For the rest of the afternoon we meandered through upstate New
York, taking the New York Thruway until we reached Albany, where we
stayed on beautifully scenic Route 7 through the rest of the state. A few
miles over the state line, near Bennington, Vermont, Jenny stopped the
van to tum us around, because we'd forgotten the New York postcards.
Lana gently reminded her we would be returning to New York on the
way back down the coast, when we' d go to the Big Apple and ask David
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Letterman to sign our shirts. I considered the chances of that actually
happening as I gazed out on the New England countryside.
The sun was pretty low by the time we reached Vermont, and I
began to doubt seriously that we'd make it to Portland that evening. We
still had the rest oflower Vermont and all of New Hampshire to traverse.
I told Lana this much and, instead of arguing, she agreed. We decided to
keep going for as long as we could stand it and then we would stop and
sleep for the night.
Without a deadline, I relaxed and enjoyed the rolling green of the
New England landscape. The soft lushness of the scenery captivated me
as much as the harsh terrain of the West had. But it wasn't just the
beauty that kept me focused. The view out my window also gave me
something to concentrate on besides the fact that tomorrow we would
make it to Portland and from there begin the descent down the Atlantic
Coast and back home.

For our Vermont postcard and shirt errands we stopped in
Bennington, where the stand-offishness ofthe New Englanders we

'
'
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encountered completely bowled me over . I remember visiting various
parts of New England a great deal as a child, but I must have been too
young to register the carefully modulated tones and actions of its natives,
all calculated to make you--the interloper--feel about as welcome in their
towns as dog shit on their shoes.
In the south, cashiers called us "honey" and wanted to be our best

I
I

1

friends. In the West and Midwest, they were a little more reserved, sizing
us up first, and upon deciding we were alright, they got on with their
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usme:s:s in an efficient but not unpleasant manner. In New England, the
we dealt with were reluctant to even speak with us, let alone sign
stupid shirts. I wanted to be offended, but I was merely amused. I
a kick out of it, thinking about the marvelous absurdity of this
disjointed nation. E pluribus unum, indeed.
We crossed the border into Keene, New Hampshire at around ten
o'clock. All we'd eaten that day was the K-Mart breakfast in Buffalo and
some burgers and fries near Albany. Driving deeper into Keene, we
found the old town square. The business district was quite beautiful, with
a village green and cobblestone streets. However, none ofthe restaurants
looked open, so we kept going toward the newer part of town, finding
there a strip of generic restaurants and hotels. I don't remember who it
was, but one of us wondered aloud what a hot shower and a bed would
feel like after sleeping in a parking lot the night before. Our capacity for
sleeping in the van was waning with the time we had left on the road, and
we all happily agreed to pony up for a hotel room for the night.
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'?Chapter 14

Keene, NH to Portland, Maine

We went up the strip looking for the cheapest room available. We
hadn't budgeted in for many hotel stays and were already one over our
limit with the unexpected stay in Portland, Oregon. But fatigue and sore
backs overrode thrift and we finally found a moderately priced room at
the Super 8, near the interstate. It was a surprisingly nice hotel for the
price, decorated in a colonial motif appropriate to the region.
While I was in the shower, Lana and Jenny ordered a pizza from a
local Italian restaurant and I settled on the bed with a towel over my wet
head anticipating dinner. My hair was dry by the time it arrived. The
promised thirty-minute delivery time took nearly an hour for reasons the
profoundly stoned delivery boy could not articulate.
While we were waiting for the pizza, we turned on HBO (I never
watch HBO at home but find it essential in a hotel room), and found a
re-broadcast of the Lowell crack expose. We'd missed the beginning of
the program back in Chicago and were shocked to see photographs of
Brenda, Dickie, and Boo Boo before they got on the pipe. It was pretty
unsettling to witness the deterioration, more difficult to laugh at the
pathetic losers--as we'd done in Chicago--after seeing how beautiful and
alive they once were.
To say the pizza was a disappointment would be to grossly
understate the matter. And we couldn't simply blame it on the fact that it
followed so closely on the heels of the ambrosial Chicago pie; there was
no excuse for what came to our door. We could have done better if we'd
called (dare I say it?) Domino's (urgh), and gotten off more cheaply, too.
We paid $17.95 for a pizza that came a half hour late and, when it got

had a waxy film of grease obscuring its surface like a cataract. I
three pieces (hey--hungry is hungry) and went to sleep, dreaming of

11 August 1995 Gassville, NH 1:47 p.m. EDT
Lana went for doughnuts this morning... mmmm ... more grease, but I'm not
complaining, because, facilitated by the grease from the pizza and the
doughnuts, I had here in the wilds ofNew Hampshire the bowel
movement that has eluded me since we left home, the kind Al Pacino
described in "Glengarry Glen Ross" as making you "feel like you just
slept for 12 hours. " I'm rested and relieved and ready for some !obsta.

We took a very scenic Route 202 across New Hampshire. The
roads were curvy and slow, but they yielded spectacular views of the
woodsy interior of the state. Occasionally, one of us would catch sight of
a deer or a rabbit, and we'd point it out excitedly to the others. It was a
gloriously bright, clear day and I was glad to be out on the road. I was
beginning to come to terms with the fact that we'd soon be home and I
was determined to enjoy every minute of the rest of the trip.
Because we chose to take a scenic highway, we did not reach the
Maine line until mid-afternoon. We stayed on Route 202 until we
reached Kennebunk. Deciding we were just too busy to stop for lunch
with George and Barbara, we hopped on a very speedy I-95 and headed
to Portland.
Lana read in one of her Triple-A books about a company in the Old
Port that offered one-hour cruises for eight bucks a head. We all agreed
this would be a nice way to see some of the Maine coast and we began
what should have been a quick search for the place. An hour (and a few
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exchanges) later we found it, and it was a good thing we got held
,,Cbecause the twilight cruise had a special, half-off rate.
We each paid our four dollars in a little shack on the marina and
Y:aited to board the boat. It was one of those boats like I'd ridden on
''ii/(iolphin cruises at the St. Petersburg Pier, with two viewing decks, the
'upper holding two aisles of chained-together aluminum lawn chairs.
The slur in the Captain's voice initially gave me pause, as did the
pungent stench of whiskey emanating from somewhere on his person,
but, I figured, for four dollars, I wasn't going to complain. He motioned
for us to board his boat--welcoming us to the late afternoon "attitude
adjustment" cruise--and let us know that there was a full bar down in the
galley and to feel free to visit it. When the last of the twenty or so
passengers boarded, he got on his loudspeaker with a smart-alecky laugh,
telling us not to worry, we were in good hands, that he'd only sunk about
a half a dozen or so boats. Lana and Jenny settled into a couple of the
lawn chairs while I went down to the galley to take the Captain up on his
invitation. I paid as much for a can of Molson as I did for the cruise,
tipped the bartender the rest of the five, and had the beer finished before I
got back to the girls.
All in all, the cruise was a pleasant diversion. I went to the stem
and sat on a storage chest, enjoying the wind and the water and a moment
of relative solitude. The captain announced points of interest along the
way, including a small island colonized by seals. He brought us safely
around Casco Bay and returned us to the dock unharmed. Lana, during
this time, had been chatting up the first mate, who took a picture of the
three of us as we disembarked. He also, I think, slipped my sister his
phone number when he returned her camera.
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Back on land we made plans for the evening. We'd decided even
.before we left Florida that we would spring for one extravagant meal, and
figured Maine would be the best place for it because we could get lobster
in season. We paid to park the van for the evening in a marina lot and
asked the guard at the gate if it would be alright to sleep there all night.
He said he didn't have a problem with it, that parking was free after
eleven, but he wouldn't recommend that three pretty girls sleep out in the
open like that. We knew we couldn't afford another room, especially on
top of an expensive dinner, and told him we'd be O.K., that we'd done it
all over the country. Then we asked him where we could get the biggest,
fattest lobster in Portland.
The parking lot attendant told us about DiMillo's, but I have a
feeling we would have found it even if he hadn't. DiMillo's is the biggest
seafood restaurant in Portland, and, the sign on the door boasted, "the
only floating restaurant in New England." The wait was going to be over
an hour, which we told the hostess was fine with us, as we had to do a
little shopping across the street.
Portland is a fme old city, especially the downtown waterfront
district we visited that night. The streets are paved with brick and very
hilly. I could imagine the days when horses and buggies traveled them,
could see how proper they would look against the backdrop of the old
brick and stone buildings in a way cars did not. We browsed some of the
shops, being careful not to get too far away from the restaurant because
we were hungry and did not want to miss our chow call from the hostess.
We bought some postcards at a gift shop and headed back to
DiMillo's, where we finished our wait in the lounge with a couple of
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two-for-one cocktails. I noticed an ashtray on the bar with a "DiMillo's"
logo stamped inside. I took a couple of guilty glances around and
expertly slipped the ashtray into my video camera bag, feeling very bad
about this lapse into my old, thieving ways.
Lana and Jenny each ordered one of the two-lobster specials, but, I,
banking on my certainty there would be lobster aplenty left over from
their dinners, ordered a lobster-and-steamed-clams combination. My bet
paid off, for not only could they not eat all their lobster, but Lana left one
entire tail unmolested. Sticking to my strategy, I forewent the bread and
the potato, concentrating on the sweet meat of the lobster and the chewy
divinity of the clams. Thus, when Lana and Jenny got full from all the
starches they wolfed down, I could bat cleanup on the good stuff they left
behind. It was beautiful.
Our waitress was exceedingly accommodating for a New
Englander, and I was not surprised when she told us she was a student at
the University Of Maine, originally from Virginia. She took pictures of
us throughout dinner and said she felt honored to sign our shirts. After
dinner, while the exoskeletons of our meals still littered the table, Lana
asked if she would take some video ofthe three of us amid the damage.
She agreed, and I slid the bag out from under the table, opened it and, in
pulling the camera out also pulled out the purloined ashtray. I wanted to
throw up every delicious bite of what I'd just eaten at this revelation of
my larceny. But our waitress just smiled, took the video footage, left us
for a minute, and returned with two more ashtrays to put in the bag.
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Chapter 15

Portland, ME to Lancaster County, PA

Portland, ME 9:37p.m. EDT
Lobster madness... Hey, Lana, Mom always said "don't fill up on
bread! "... now 1hm was the .flava... met the nicest person in all New
England at DiMillo 's .. .I don't know why I took it, I don't even smoke
/'Christ's sake... Vampire Boy at the cafe's lucky I don't have a wooden
stake...l've been thrown out ofa lot ofplaces, but a cafe? How does that
happen?

A hundred dollars lighter.and sufficiently sated, we departed
DiMillo's. I could have gone back to the van and slept happily for the
rest of the night, but I figured after eating like such a big pig the least I
could do was get a little exercise, so I crossed the street with the girls and
headed for the brick streets of the old downtown.
Lana was on a quest that night for some obscure present for her
boyfriend, something really impossible to find like Russian silver coffee
cup bases. Jenny and I humored her, following her from store to store,

!
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cafe to cafe, looking for Russian silver coffee cup bases. She had
repeated the same drill in San Francisco and Seattle and the Mall of
America, and everywhere was able to find only puzzled expressions.
Portland is a college town and there is no dearth of bars around.

1/!

We began hearing live music wafting out of some of them and I wanted

II

to go into one, but Lana and Jenny talked me out of it, suggesting we

II
I

instead find a quiet cafe and get some espresso. We settled in at the
Brother Moon Cafe, where a tall, gaunt, bespectacled boy draped from
head to toe in various shades of black kept glaring at us because Lana was

upsettmg the dark, angst-ridden atmosphere of the place with her shrill

In front of the cafe stood a park bench the three of us occupied for
a good while after the manager asked us to leave the Brother Moon.
(Lana and I were toyed with the notion of"sister mooning" him on our
way out). We sat talking about dinner, about the creepy cafe kid, about
how we were now officially on the way back home. Sometime during
our coffee break I concluded to myself that the minute we left Clearwater,
the rest of the trip had been the way back home.
We returned to the van around eleven, just as the gate guard was
leaving for the night. He wished us good luck on the rest if the trip and
told us to be careful in the lot that night. I sensed he sincerely cared
about our well-being and assured him we'd be careful, bidding him a
fond good-night.
Our sleep was interrupted only twice that night. The first time was
when we heard a young woman yelling at a young man that he was
supposed to have gotten gas earlier. I walked across the lot to them and
asked what the problem was. She told me they'd run out of gas because
shithead's brain was always too fried on weed to remember what she tells
him. I told her about the gas we had in the back of the van--the "just in
case" gas we'd gotten after the Chicago fuel crisis--and she walked over
with me to get it. She brought the gas can back to her vintage VW Bus,
and then she and shithead drove it back to me once he'd poured its
contents into her tank. Noticing the array of Grateful Dead stickers
plastered on the bus, I asked them how they'd taken Jerry's death. They
asked in unison "Jerry who?" and I said good-night, taking the can and
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getting back in the van, not wanting to deal any further with clueless
young poseurs when there was good sleep to be had.
The second interruption of our slumber occurred when a drunk
frat-boy knocked on the driver's side window, looked at Lana and said,
inexplicably, "Live long and prosper." Lana looked back at him, figured
he was harmless, rolled down the window, and replied, "Thanks, I will,
but right now I'd just like to get some sleep."

We woke up hot and sweaty the next morning under the sunrise off
Maine's coast. Without even peeing or anything, Lana put the driver's
seat in an upright position and started down toward Massachusetts.
The drive out of Maine took longer than expected, and we stopped
before reaching the border, at a McDonald's in Ogunquit, to freshen up.
Unable to face another McDonald's breakfast, I asked Lana if we could
please just find a diner for a quick bite. We stopped instead at a
convenience store where I bought a box ofFroot Loops and a quart of
milk, and we used our big, plastic Solo cups for cereal bowls.
We hit the New Hampshire line at around nine o'clock, and the
Massachusetts line fifteen minutes later. Instead of following I-95 all the
way down, we followed the split onto I-495, in the direction of Lowell.
If we had stayed on 95 we would have gone through Boston and Lana did
not want to go to Boston that day. She explained that she was going to
Boston in another few weeks to start law school, and she didn't want to
see it now, as it might freak her out and then she would change her mind
about going and it would ruin her whole future. I understood her logic
and I knew I'd be visiting her at school, so I didn't mind bypassing that
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:stination. Jenny said she didn't care either, that she'd rather go to
anyway, to look for Brenda and Boo Boo.
Lowell is a typical New England industrial town, dying along with
of the others over the last couple of decades as all the jobs have
< continued to go overseas. Big frame houses line the streets, the spacious

·· homes that factory workers in union mills could afford to buy and fill
with children years ago. About a third of them sat empty and boarded up
that day, and I wondered where all the people went. I eventually
concluded that most of them are probably my neighbors in Florida.
We had seen on the HBO special that part of Boo Boo's attempt to
rehabilitate was getting a job at the Dunkin' Donuts in town, so we went
there to see if we could find him. We did not find Boo Boo, but we did
fmd half a dozen crullers and some coffee. With these we drove around
the city, getting to what we figured was the bad part of town and
wondering which of the run-down houses was Boo Boo's crack den. I
don't know why we were so taken with the story of Dickie and Brenda
and Boo Boo, except that it provided us a diversion for from ourselves
and our own problems.

I-495 eventually fed us back onto 95, bringing us over the border
into Providence, Rhode Island. I love to visit cities that provide a sense
of history and Providence certainly qualifies. The fine Georgian
architecture gives its downtown a stately air, one that reflects the sense of
surety our colonial forefathers had that America was a place worthy of
putting down roots.
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Jenny wanted to relieve her bladder before we left Providence and
drove around until she found a Subway sandwich shop occupying
ground floor of a beautiful 18th century edifice. Jenny ran inside, but
>oetore she got to the bathroom the guy behind the counter said in a very
snotty manner that the bathroom was not for public use because of
'fhealth standards." Jenny came back outside and told us what he said, at
which point Lana and I reached our breaking point with uppity New
Englanders. We walked into the store and I quizzed him about these
supposed health standards, asking him how healthy it was for our friend
to have to hold her bladder. Lana then asked him how sanitary it would
be if we all came in and pissed on his floor.
We drove up the block and happened upon what looked like a
public library. Jenny--by this time about to burst--sprinted into the
bathroom, while Lana and I strolled through the lobby admiring the
paintings depicting Rhode Island's early history. We noticed a security
guard watching us, and though I thought it odd that a public library would
have a security guard, I didn't really give it a second thought. A minute
later Lana went up to him and asked him if he would mind signing our
shirts. The guard asked us who we were and what we were doing in the
building. Before we could stammer out a response, he informed us that
we were in the private library of a university and the building was open
only to students. We apologized for trespassing, and asked him if he
would still sign our shirts, explaining our eagerness to get out of
Providence. He agreed, and when Jenny finally emerged from the ladies'
room, we beat it out of town before we got into some real trouble.

124

Within thirty minutes we were out of Rhode Island and into
Connecticut. The states were moving under our tires at an alarming rate,
and I wanted to slow them down. Though we'd planned on spending
three full weeks on the road, it was becoming increasingly evident we
would not need all that time to make it home. In fact, if we'd wanted to
at that point, we could have made it by early the next morning.
We kept on I-95 through Connecticut, stopping in tiny Westbrook
for lunch and post cards. We found a deli and ate some surprisingly
decent subs, which in New England are called "grinders," for reasons the
kid behind the counter could not precisely explain. We spotted a drug
store next door and were glad to find in there both post cards and a young
man more than willing to sign our shirts. This kid, who could not have
been more than seventeen, drew little pictures on each shirt, telling us to
be sure to save them because he was going to be a famous artist in the
very near future. We assured him that we would save them, as that was
the whole point of having a signature shirt.
The aspiring artist had a friend who introduced himself as Bradley
and proceeded to follow Lana around the store like a lost little dog. He
asked if he could sign the shirts too, but we explained our "one signature
per state" rule and, though noticeably disappointed, he did not press the
lSSUe.

On the way out of the store Lana lamented her luck with guys. It
seemed she always attracted men too young or too old or too strange or
too something for her comfort. Bradley fit perfectly into this trend. He
was undeniably cute in an innocent schoolboy sort of way, and Lana
admitted that if he were about five years older she would definitely be
interested. We were still talking about Bradley when I saw his face
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~''"'rina just

above the windshield. He'd followed us out of the drug

and seen where we were parked. As we sat in the van filling out our
£$"postcards, Bradley ran to the market next to the drug store and purchased
a potato, which he signed and.kissed and offered to Lana as a token ofhis

eternal love. Disturbing, but sweet I thought to myself as we drove away
with Bradley's potato sitting on the dashboard, looking like it somehow
belonged there.

12 August 1995 Lancaster County, PA 6:32p.m. EDT
Where are all the Amish? I paid good money for this trip and I wanna
see some Amish. ..

The rest of the afternoon is hazy and I do not recall how exactly we
got from Westbrook, Connecticut to Lancaster County, Pennsylvania.
Looking at a map now I can only imagine we took some insanely
convoluted route as there would be no other way to do it.
We arrived in Lancaster at dusk and did the only thing worth doing
in the area: stalk the Amish. We had more difficulty finding Amish
people in Lancaster County than you might imagine. I guess it was time
for their dinner or prayer meeting or something. Anyway, we drove all
over the county, through towns with names like Bird in Hand,
Stonersville, and--my personal favorite--Intercourse. I couldn't even
imagine an Amish person saying the word Intercourse, let alone living
there.
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<Chapter 16

Lancaster County, PA to Lake Hopatcong, NJ

We finally spotted some Amish people, a couple riding in a horse
carriage with a big, triangular reflector on the back. Pulling up beside
them on the deserted two-lane rural road, we took a gander at them, they
took a gander at us, and then we pulled around them and kept going, not
knowing what else to do.
Lana tells me she and Jenny got lost several times looking for
Jenny's grandfather's house in the Poconos. I don't know what happened
because I was getting a "head start" on my sleep. Her journal relates
something about going through Hershey and buying chocolate bars and
about almost running out of gas somewhere up on the mountain and
wondering where the gas that was in our can had gone.
Jenny told her grandfather and his wife--herein to be known as Pop
and Helen--that we would be at their house sometime in the evening, but
didn't know exactly when, so they shouldn't wait up for us. They didn't,
and when we barged in at one in the morning, Pop and Helen came out in
their pajamas, hugged us, gave us some blankets and pillows and told us
they were sorry, that we'd have to sleep on the floor because they didn't
have beds in the guest room yet. Actually, I didn't mind sleeping on the
floor because it gave my back an opportunity to adjust and it beat all hell
out of sleeping in the van.
I woke the next morning to find Lana and Jenny and Pop and Helen
all sitting around the kitchen table having coffee and sticky buns. I
looked around and noticed what I hadn't in the dark the night before: the
place was a dump. There was peeling paint, old, stained linoleum and
carpet, and an odor about that smelled like Brussels sprouts taste. Pop

rHelen must have noticed my surprise, and explained that they had
:hnncrht

the place, that it used to be a hunting and fishing cabin for a

of guys who'd let it go to pot, and that they only recently started
process of fixing it up. I could see the possibilities in it, but still
Jiloped that they hadn't paid over four figures for it.
Pop took us out back and showed us the best part of his new
'acquisition: a magnificent view ofthe mountains and a clear, cold stream
running along the back edge of the property. I took my shoes off, stood
in the stream, drank the sweet water, and couldn't blame Pop one bit for
wanting to own a little piece of that splendor. He said he and Helen
plarmed to finish work on the house before winter, and that they would
spend their summers in it (they also have a house in Florida), letting their
family and friends use it for a ski cabin in winter. He made sure Lana
and I knew that we'd be welcome to use it anytime, with or without
Jenny.
I went back into the cabin and asked Helen where the shower was.
She told me they didn't have a shower yet, that the plumbers weren't due
for another week, and that they'd been using her daughter Margaret's
house not too far away for baths. I didn't really care that much about a
shower at that point; we'd had one a couple days earlier in Keene and we
were going to my Great-Uncle Pat's in Jersey later that afternoon, where
there was certain to be sound plumbing. But Jenny wanted a shower, so
we all packed off to Margaret's house.
Margaret is married to Harry and Harry is a builder and Harry and
Margaret's house was, I was certain, the most magnificent structure in all
the Poconos. Harry had built for Margaret an enormous three-story,
five-bedroom manse into the side of Blue Mountain, which they filled
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with five children, three cats, and two very large Rottweilers. While
Helen and Pop visited with Harry and Margaret down in the breakfast
nook, the three of us went up to the oldest girl's room on the third floor to
shower and change. Her room was as big as my last apartment and filled
with all the things you'd expect to find in the room of a fourteen year-old:
stuffed animals, posters of rock stars, and a great, heaping pile of clothes
in one comer. There was also a rack stereo system, a VCR, and a cable
hook-up on the nineteen-inch color TV. I could not help but feel a little
envy over this girl's privilege, even though I knew first-hand that having
nice things does not necessarily bring happiness. I'd had my share of
nice things when I was a child. My mother made sure of it because she
was, I believe, trying to make up for what my father took away. I would
think about my mother a great that day as we made the journey back to
our hometown.
After our showers we went back down the two flights of stairs and
joined the our hosts in the living room. They were very cordial, very
hospitable. Margaret even made us some bacon and eggs and brewed
some coffee for the road, giving us plastic travel mugs to put it in. There

~J

were so many people throughout the trip that had shown us unusual
kindness and I never stopped being overwhelmed by it. One thing being
on the road taught me was that most people will go out of their way to be
nice to you if you give them the chance.

13 August 1995 Roxbury Township, NJ 1:43 p.m. EDT
We're almost to Uncle Pat 's.. .I'm kind of dreading going there.. .! don't
want to have to pretend to be all broken up about Grandpa... been
thinking about Mom all morning.. .I don't want to start crying, not in the
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van--thank God for sunglasses ...! know Mom loved us and wanted to be a
good mother, but I think she just didn 't know how to go about it... God,
I'm talking about her like she's dead. ..! hope she's having fun in
Europe ... she 's never had that much fun in her whole life ... every time I
think about him beating that sweet woman I want to stick a knife in his
heart.. .! think I could do it, too ... what kind ofperson does that make me?
What kind ofperson did he make me?
After breakfast, we took to the winding roads leading out of the
Poconos and into northwestern New Jersey. Nearly twenty years had
lapsed since I'd been in that part of Jersey, but as we coasted over the
endless green hills of the Garden State I felt as if I'd never left.
I remembered traveling those same roads as a child, when my
father would take us over into Pennsylvania to run some of his mysterious
errands. We always stopped to buy whatever fresh produce was available
at the roadside stands. I loved summers best, when the peaches and
plums appeared on the farmers' weathered wooden tables. I would
greedily snatch a few select specimens and begin eating them oefore the
man behind the counter even had a chance to weigh them. I loved the
feeling of the sticky juice coursing down my arm and sometimes I would
lift my arm up high to make the juice travel even further, watching it
settle finally in the creases of my crusty elbow. I would then spend the
rest of the day watching those streaks go from clear to black and wonder
by what kind of magic that occurred.
These pleasant memories I had as we began driving the back
country roads that were going to bring Lana and I home for the first time
since we pulled away in March of 1977. We left New Jersey to make a
fresh start in Florida the year after my mother graduated from college
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with the nursing degree she put off to marry my father and start her
family.
I had very little knowledge of my mother growing up because she
was always busy either studying or working, or sleeping in between. She
returned to school when I was four, graduating summa with a perfect
GPA when I was seven. The few things I did know about her were good
things, and I focused my conception of her like a laser on these. My
mother became a mythic figure of good for me when I was a child, not so
much a mother as a someone to admire from a distance.
I started to remember painful little details the closer we got to the
lake, like my mother sitting in the kitchen after a huge fight between her
and my father left glass and china shattered all over the floors and great
globs of mayonnaise on the walls and ceiling. My father left that day and
didn't return for six months. I remember looking at the rubble, not
remembering the violent chaos of a few minutes before, enjoying the
suddenly quiet kitchen. I looked at my mother and I could see her hair
was a mess and she had blood and tears drying on her face. Even though
I knew instinctively there was something unnatural in the impulse of a
five year old wanting to comfort an adult, I couldn't stop myself; I

I,

I

wanted desperately to run to her and hold her. But as I started toward
her, she told me not to come, that it was too dangerous because of all the
sharp pieces of broken things on the floor. That day established the
pattern for the rest of our lives: my mother would stand alone across the
gulf of pain my father created, and I would never get to comfort her, or be
comforted.

I
II

When I went into therapy just before the trip, I spent a good
percentage of my fifty-minute hours talking about my mother. I finally
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!'confronted the anger I'd always felt toward her for not protecting us from
our father, and then dealt with terrible guilt my anger brought. I knew
she was aware of what my father was doing, but still, it was hard for me
to be angry at her, hard to pass judgment on the one who had come to be
martyred in my family: oh, that poor Linda, she's a saint raising those

four kids with that jerk, she works so hard to give those kids everything
they want, she's such a kind, sweet soul. How can you be angry at a
saint?
Earlier in the summer, when I tried to talk about this anger with
Lana, she got furious, telling me I had no right to feel the way I did, that
our mother had always done the best she could. She even went and told
my mother about it, and after she did came back to me surprised at the
reaction she'd gotten. My mother told Lana she thought I had every right
to be angry. She said she wouldn't be surprised ifl hated her for the rest
of my life and she didn't expect forgiveness. She knew that not
protecting us was wrong, but she was so terribly scared of my father,
believing his threats that if she ever tried to leave him he would kill her
children, leaving her to live and think about it. It was the cruelest of all
Catch-22s for my mother: leave my father and let him kill her children
instantly in a flash of rage, or stay with him and watch him kill us slowly,
day by day, with his insidious abuse.
The day Lana brought me this news I cried great, heaving sobs for
my mother, and with them drained myself ofthe awful hurt and anger that
had been drowning me inside since the day I stood across from her in our
mayonnaise-spattered kitchen. I sat down and talked with my mother,
and though were our usual awkward selves with one another, she let me
know that she was glad I was in therapy and taking care of myself. I told
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her that I loved her more than I knew how to say. And though I didn't
say it in so many words, I let her know I'd forgiven her.
I must have been awfully quiet during the time I was thinking
about all this because Lana and Jenny started throwing stuff at me, telling
· me to wake up, we were almost to Lake Hopatcong. We would be
arriving soon at our great-uncle's house, where Jenny's cousin was
meeting us to pick up Jenny and take to her to her paternal grandparents'
house twenty miles south in Dunellen.

I recalled with some haziness my childhood dealings with Uncle
Pat. I knew he was my father's father's brother and had a real estate
office on the lake, but not much beyond that. I remember going to his
office every now and again and my father being inordinately nice to
him--kissing his ass, you might say. When they were through with their
private exchanges Uncle Pat would invariably pull four silver dollars out
of his desk and hand us each one. After we left the office, my father
would take our shiny new treasures and say very nasty things about Uncle
Pat as we rushed around town to pay the bills.
Uncle Pat greeted us at the door along with his wife Rosemary,
who I didn't remember but who remembered me, because, she said, I
threw up on her several times when I was a baby. They invited us in to
their home and the first thing that struck me was how expensive
everything looked. But it was that northern New Jersey way of looking
expensive--a tad beyond tasteful, teetering on the brink of tacky. This
was best illustrated by the huge cherry curio filled with the most
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delicately beautiful crystal figurines I'd ever seen, but holding too many
of them for it to seem anything but garish.
When Jenny and her cousin left, Lana and I joined our hosts on the
terrace. Uncle Pat is in his eighties and nearly blind from macular
degeneration. Rosemary is thirty years his junior and is the kind of
woman you know was merely cute when she was young, and whose
beauty had deepened with age. She is a German immigrant who was
Uncle Pat's maid when he was married to his fourth wife. She married
Uncle Pat a few months after his fourth divorce, over thirty years ago.
Rosemary suggested we take the boat out across the lake to get
lunch at her favorite dockside restaurant. She pulled their gold Lincoln
Town Car out of the garage, getting out to help Uncle Pat down the stairs.
It was sad to see so proud a man that helpless, but he didn't let on that it
bothered him; actually, I think he rather enjoyed being waited on hand
and foot. When we got to the marina, Rosemary went about the business
of uncovering and starting the boat while I made myself useful by helping
Uncle Pat navigate the marina's narrow docks.

I

Rosemary pointed out some points of interest along the shore,
including the areas where Alan Aida and Farrah Fawcett had homes. We
grew up on the other side of the lake from them, where the houses are not
as elaborate. When we got out in the open water Rosemary told us she
liked to go very fast and asked us if we'd mind if she hit the gas.
After our single-boat regatta across Lake Hopatcong, Rosemary
docked us at the Jefferson House, a lake shore restaurant that she said had
good burgers. I should have listened to her, because my reuben sandwich
was thoroughly disgusting. Not wanting to appear ungrateful I ate it,
making the ride back across the choppy lake particularly trying.
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Back at the house Lana and I took naps and a couple of hours later
got up for dinner. Rosemary was a very gracious hostess and we enjoyed
her pleasant company more than we'd expected. I know she must be
aware of what people think of her--a young woman who broke up the
marriage of a rich older man--and I think she goes out of her way to be
nice to people because of it. For myself, I decided over dinner that Uncle
Pat seemed happy with her, and although she had to do for him more than

I

a young woman should have to do for a husband, she seemed happy with
him, so who was I to judge?

I

I

We sat around the table and made the kind of small but interesting
talk strangers make when they click. We also talked about my father, and
I could tell Uncle Pat and Rosemary were both being cautious about what
they said. Finally, we discussed the recent passing of Uncle Pat's
brother, our grandfather, who had died just a week before the trip. I was
not particularly saddened by his passing, though I did not disclose this to

I

our hosts. The truth is, I didn't really know my grandfather all that well,
and since there was no depth of feeling between us in life, I was not
surprised that I felt little at his death.
Grandpa Chiariello and my father were always feuding and I grew
up hearing nothing but what a cheap old bastard he was, how he was a
rotten father, a rotten husband, and a rotten person all around. He was
never overtly mean to me, but I got the sense he treated me the same as

I

he did any other kid in the neighborhood, quite unlike my mother's

I

princess and who was the kindest, most decent man I've ever known.

father, Grandpa Hunter, who treated me like I was his own personal
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Chapter 17

Lake Hopatcong, NJ to New York City, NY

Lake Hopatcong, NJ (Uncle Pat's House) 11:03 p.m. EDT
Had a good time with the folks today... it was great to see the lake
again ... Rosemary is very nice lady--J'm a little ashamed of the evil
thoughts we had about her before we met her... she seems to really love
the old man.. funny, Uncle Pat doesn't seem to be all that broken up
about Grandpa's death, either... maybe he really was a rotten old bastard,
and maybe the acorn didn't fall far from the tree ... this time, I'm going to
get to keep my silver dollar, and I'll probably need it because I'm
running out of money... how 'd I spend $400 already? That's a LOT of
Milk Duds ...

Before we went to bed, Uncle Pat asked us to take him downstairs
to the rec room. He went to a large roll top desk in one comer and
opened it up to give us a peek at his coin collection. It looked like a small
bank vault in there. I could see neatly stacked to one side about ten bars
of pure silver. Uncle Pat began to take out various books and boxes, all
filled with different sizes and shapes and colors and denominations of

.I

money. We helped him transfer these to the nearby pool table, and stood

I

with him for nearly an hour, looking at the coins under the table's stained

II
I
I
I

glass lamp. Lana and I had to tell him what was on the box or book we
were looking at and he'd explain about each one with the excited pride of
a kid showing off his baseball cards. I wished that he could still see them,
still enjoy his passion, but I knew he could not. I also knew he trusted us
enough to show us his most prized possessions, realizing full well we
were Bobby's kids and might have thought nothing about ripping off a
blind old man, and appreciated his tacit approval of us.

Before we went back upstairs he pulled out a box he'd set aside
earlier and gave us a number of old silver dollars from it, just like the
ones he used to give us when we were kids.

Our alarm went off at 4:15 a.m., and I would have given anything
for a few more hours of good sleep. Lana set the alarm to go off so early

I
I

because she wanted to get to New York in time for us to stand outside the
"Today" show's "window on the world." As it turned out, I did get a
forty-five minute reprieve, because even Lana couldn't drag herself out of
bed until five.
Uncle Pat was sitting at the table when we came up to the kitchen,

I
I

and Rosemary was getting a quick breakfast ready for us. I didn't expect
them to be up so early, but they'd heard our alarm and said they wanted
to say good-bye before we left. Uncle Pat said we were welcome back
any time, and Rosemary handed us a sack full of bagels and fresh fruit
and a carton of orange juice for the road. We all kissed and hugged our

I
I

good-byes, saying we should keep in touch better than we had in the past,
but deep down I knew that Uncle Pat and Rosemary would remain
"Christmas card" relatives, the kind you write to at the holidays but don't
really interact with otherwise.

I
I

The twenty mile trip down to Dunellen took longer than we
thought because there is no direct route and the lake area we started out
from has such a winding mess of roads. Since we started out so late, we
did not have time to visit our childhood home, but I was not disappointed;
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I really didn't want to deal with the memories at that point. We were an
hour late in picking up Jenny, which was alright, because she was still in
the shower when we got to her grandparents' house.
One factor we hadn't provided for when we planned this little
excursion to New York was the morning rush hour. We found ourselves
stuck in the daily deadlock of Jersey commuters going to work in the city.
It was 8:15 by the time we pulled into the port authority parking garage

and it took us another half hour to find someone willing to stop and give
us directions to Rockefeller Center. After making a desperate dash across
the city, we arrived at the NBC studios at precisely 9:02a.m., five
minutes too late to make it to the window for the camera's final fade. To
tell you the truth, I didn't give a rat's ass about not getting on the show,
but I felt bad thinking about the friends and family who'd sat through two
hours of insipid morning television just to get a glimpse of us waving like
idiots and mouthing "Hi Mom!"

.I
I

With our "Today" show plan foiled, we set out for Broadway to
find the Ed Sullivan Theater. We were still under the delusion that we
would get on Letterman's show and ask him to sign our shirts on the air.
We knew if we could just get into the theater we could make it happen,
because this was just the sort of goofy stunt Letterman's show thrives on.
We got to the theater a little before 9:30 and found that the line was
already quite long for the limited number of"stand-by" tickets available.

I

We asked one of the ushers in the lobby what our chances would be of
getting a seat and he let us know they would be about the same chances
the Mets had of winning the pennant. Undeterred, Lana decided we
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should wait in the line anyway, in spite of the fact that I counted the
people ahead of us and estimated we would be up in the eighties on the
waiting list. The usher explained that three, maybe four standbys each
day get a seat, and I tried to reason with her, but she was adamant. And
so, I found myself sitting in the lobby of the Ed Sullivan Theater for two
solid hours waiting for a ticket that would serve in no other capacity than
as a souvenir to remind me what a bull-headed bitch my sister can be.
Lana and I really got on each other's nerves that day, and my
advancing PMS wasn't helping matters. It was already noon by the end
of our wait for the worthless tickets. The three of us walked up
Broadway and bandied about ideas on how to best utilize the four hours
we had free before returning to the theater to wait in line again, hoping
that at least seventy five people would fall ill that afternoon and not show
up for the taping. Every time Lana suggested something I would just
shrug my "whatever" shrug, pissing her off a little more each time. We
kept this little game up until Jenny saw a sign for pizza parlor, where we
went to sit and eat in angry silence.
I felt bad about my childish behavior, but I couldn't seem to help
myself. I'd given in so many times, done things I didn't really want to
do, wasting this precious time of freedom in my life. I thought about
Planet Hollywood and O.J.'s house and missing Colorado. I thought
about not visiting the gay district in San Francisco because I didn't want
to make my companions uncomfortable, and about how we were now in
New York and I would love to visit the Village and the Guggenheim and
the Statue of Liberty. I wanted to articulate all this to Lana and Jenny, to
explain my frustration, but I couldn't, and so instead I acted like an
asshole, blaming them for something I knew was not their fault.
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I felt better after lunch, as it is difficult not to feel better after
monging a few slices of genuine New York pizza. When Lana and Jenny
asked me once and for all what I'd like to do, I suggested we hop a
subway down to Greenwich Village, which, to my surprise, they thought
was a very cool idea. The subway terminal was scary--a big, stench-filled
tunnel of urban decay, definitely the "flava." We walked around SoHo,
looked in some shops and bought some cheap souvenirs from the
ubiquitous street vendors. We did not stay for very long, but it was long
enough. It occurred to me somewhere along the way that this would not
be the last chance I would have in my life to visit New York, and I
comforted myself with the thought that I was saving some experiences for
later, so I didn't bum out at an early age.

We returned to the Ed Sullivan Theater at 4:45, assuming our
positions in the serpentine line between numbers 81 and 85. As we stood
waiting, a man who looked very much like George Carlin began
antagonizing the back part of the line, calling us losers, and wondering
aloud how pathetic our lives must be to wait in this line when we didn't
have a eunuch's chance in a whorehouse of getting in. He was wearing a
"Late Show" shirt and I thought that maybe he was on the show's payroll,
but one of the security guards told us he was just a very troubled
individual and to ignore him.
The ushers stopped at number five when calling for the standbys.
Unable to just leave after investing so much time and energy in the place,
we sat outside the theater pouting for a few minutes. We then began
heckling the burly CBS security personnel standing sentry at the doors.
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Afterwards, we went next door to the Rock America gift emporium,
which Letterman fans know as the store owned by Pakistani immigrants
and occasional "Late Show" correspondents Sirajul and Mujibar. We
explained our sad situation to Sirajul's nephew, who signed our shirts:
"From the man with the gap in his teeth you DID get to meet at the Ed
Sullivan Theater--Nick, NYC"

14 August 1995 New York, New York 5:37p.m. EDT
Two words: hot andfilthy... to borrow Lana's term, it's been "hot as piss"
all day .. .I feel disgusting and I just had a shower this morning--! didn't
even feel this grimy after the five days of no showers between Oregon and
Chicago ... the subway was a treat... who was that guy talking to? ... Lana 's
been finding the ''jlava" all over the city today... I'm about to invest in
some windex and a squeegee, I'm that broke... but not too broke for a
cannoli, let's eat...
NY, NY 6:02p.m. EDT
O.K., I like Lana again. She sprang for my cannoli. And a cappuccino.
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Chapter 18

New York, New York to Harper's Ferry, WV

We walked back to the port authority--happy to find the van neither
stolen nor burglarized--and made the long trip back over the George
Washington Bridge, during which I prepared myself to meet Jenny's
relatives, about whom I'd been hearing odd details all day.
Jenny's paternal grandparents have a modest home in Dunellen,
New Jersey, a working-class community not too far from New
Brunswick. They live there with their three middle-aged children: twins,
Randy and Linda, who both suffer from degenerative muscle disorders,
and Jenny's father, Alan, who suffers from chronic alcoholism. Jenny's
grandmother takes care of all these people, and she doesn't mind telling
you what a difficult job it is.
When we returned from the city, Jenny took me downstairs to meet
her father and aunt and uncle, all of whom were congregated in the
fmished basement that doubles for her father's bedroom. I said hello to
everyone and then excused myself to an upstairs bathroom to secure a
few minutes of much needed quiet.
I didn't realize Linda followed me up the stairs. Her muscular
disease affects her mentally as well as physically, and she possesses the
flat affect of a mildly retarded person, though she is quite intelligent. She
stood outside the door the entire time, telling me in a breathless monotone
where I could fmd certain hygiene products ifl needed them: "the
deodorant's in the cupboard and the tampons are under the sink and there
is soap in the dish, two different kinds." I thanked her for her help, and
the more I did the more she kept on going. By the time I emerged I could

give you a complete inventory of the contents of the upstairs bathroom,
every Q-tip, every enema bottle.
Jenny's grandmother was tired from a long day of dealing with her
grown-up children and I could tell she was really straining to be
hospitable. I could not blame her and did my best to be unobtrusive.
Jenny's grandfather invited us out to the back yard with him, to enjoy the
night breeze, and I could see his wife dart him a glance that said go on,
you old coot, leave me to do all the work.

We pulled some deck chairs in a circle at the edge of the pool and
told him some of our stories of the road. He got a real kick out of them,
laughing right along with us and interjecting occasional comments on
how much he envied our youth and our nerve. It was a beautiful night
for a swim and Jenny's grandfather asked us if we'd brought bathing
suits. We hadn't, but I suggested we jump in the pool with our clothes on
and then we could just throw them in the dryer, essentially doing laundry
and getting in some recreational activity at the same time.
Fulfilling her role as caretaker to the world, Jenny's grandmother
would not let us deal with our wet clothes. She insisted on washing not
only these clothes, but the rest of our laundry while she was at it, and the
next morning I woke up to find a neatly folded pile of my shorts and
shirts and underwear sitting on top of my duffel bag.
Exhausted after our swim and a long day in the summer heat of the
city, Jenny, Lana, and I got into the pull-out sofa bed in the living room.
It was pretty cramped quarters, but it wasn't the van, so we weren't
complaining. I tried to stay up to watch the Letterman show we didn't get
on, but fell asleep between weather and sports.
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We woke up at 9:30 to the smell of bacon frying, which was
infinitely more pleasant than the olfactory alarm that startled me awake in
Buffalo. Jenny's grandmother had a full breakfast on the table, and we
sat and ate with the whole family. We were in no hurry to get out of there
because we had so much time and so little ground left to cover. After
breakfast, Lana and I watched television, giving Jenny a chance to spend
time with her family. Late in the morning, Jenny's grandfather helped us
clean and re-pack the van and we took off out of Dunellen and down the
New Jersey Turnpike.

I'd been thinking a lot about Mary Kay in the past few days, and I
found myself missing her more than I wanted to. All along the way I'd
been sending her postcards, telling her about my adventures and
wondering what she thought of them. Near the bottom of the state I
spotted the sign for Salem, Mary Kay's South Jersey hometown, and
talked Lana into getting off the turnpike so I could go see it. We drove
for about a half an hour before we came to the marker welcoming us to
"Historic Salem, Est. 1675." Lana asked if Mary Kay was there when the
town was incorporated. I asked her first to kiss my ass, and then take my
picture in front of the sign.
Salem sits right across the Delaware River from, appropriately
enough, Delaware. We paid two dollars just to cross the river and I asked
the toll-taker if she supposed George Washington had to pay to do the
same. Either she didn't get it or she was ignoring me, because she did not
say a word when she handed Lana the change from a five.
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We got to Wilmington around lunch time and bought our postcards
in a strip mall drug store. I noticed a sign in the window of a pizza place
next door that read, "Large Pie--$5.00." Feeling generous, and operating
under the maxim that you can never have too much pizza, I offered to
treat my two traveling companions to lunch. With the girls expressing a
stagy astonishment at my sudden largess, we walked over to the
restaurant, stomachs growling. They were still growling when we got
back in the van, because I missed the other sign in the window, the one
that said, "Sorry--Closed for Vacation." We stopped somewhere along
the interstate for some fast food right after we entered Maryland.
We drove for a couple of hours through the verdant, rolling
farmland of central Maryland, and every beautiful mile felt like a cruel
reminder that we would soon be home. The thought made me profoundly
sad. I wasn't ready to go home. There were so many things I hadn't had
time to think about, so many problems I hadn't puzzled out yet. I needed
more time, more space, more freedom. I needed more of something I
couldn't quite put my finger on, more of the ineffability of the road
expenence.

It had not been difficult to chart a course around the country that
would bring us to every state without getting lost. When we abandoned
the triptik out West, we just consulted the atlas, or sometimes, like in
Utah, we capriciously followed a sign that pointed to where we wanted to
go, not worrying where it would come out, certain we'd be able to find
our way. We'd always found what we were looking for thus far, but this
day, for the life of us, we could not find West Virginia.
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We had a map ofthe southeast all spread out over the hood of the
van after we passed the sign that said "Welcome to Virginia." From what
we could tell on the road atlas, that sign should have said "Welcome to
West Virginia." We even went back to the sign to make sure they didn't

just print the "West" really small. A second look confirmed the first. We
were baffled, and what's more, we were clueless on how to remedy the
situation, because the road we were on was a rural two-lane with no
apparent outlets onto major highways. I checked the map against the
atlas, to make sure that Route 340 was indeed supposed to lead into West
Virginia. It was, but we weren't there.
Because we'd already gone so far, we saw no other logical choice
than to keep going and see where the road would lead. While I was in the
middle of making a particularly ugly comment about the cartographers at
Rand McNally, I saw a sign indicating that we were not on Route 340,
but rather Route 287. I must have gotten off track somewhere near
Frederick, Maryland, where I stopped at a crossroads for the
postcards-and-shirt ritual.

We got ourselves straightened out by taking a twisting loop of
secondary roads, which eventually landed us where we wanted to be, in
Harper's Ferry. We got there right as the national historic site was
closing. However, we did sneak in just in time to use the public restroom,
and it provided the only really noteworthy experience ofthe afternoon.
Jenny was the most reserved of the three of us, the least likely to
embarrass herself for a laugh. She did not share in the scatological
fixation Lana and I seemed to possess and was repeatedly mortified by
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our coarseness in reporting the various anomalies in our excretory
functions. But in Harper's Ferry, Jenny decided to throw over all her
inhibitions. "I've taken two big dumps today" she exclaimed in the
restroom, rejoicing in her nascent ability to get excited over such matters.
After she experienced this catharsis in the ladies' room at historic
Harper's Ferry, she walked outside, grabbed our arms, pushed us toward
the van, and would have cried if she weren't laughing so hard. She had
boasted of her fecal feat to a couple of blue-haired tourists, who greeted
her at the sink with a mix of shock, alarm, and disgust when Jenny out of
the stall, fully expecting to see Lana and me.
15 August 1995 Harper's Ferry, WV 6:22p.m. EDT
What a day ...Jenny just turned her fifteenth shade of red, this one's sort of
a nice fuchsia .. .IfI ever write a book about this road trip I'm going to
title it "Two Dumps at Harper's Ferry."
I don't want to go home ...! figure we'll be getting down to the Carolinas
some time tonight... we have another couple of days to make it, but we'll
probably be in the middle of Florida by this time tomorrow night. When
we started out I didn't think we'd have enough time to make it, and now
we find ourselves with a surplus. It'sjimny how things often work out
that way.
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Chapter 19

Harper's Ferry, WV to Clearwater, FL

I started out on this cross-country venture fully intending to "find"
myself somewhere on the road, but most of what I'd found were a lot of
painful memories, which, while important for understanding how I got to

where I was in my life, were hardly helpful in revealing who I was at my
core. As the final hours wound down, I found myself almost
"cramming," like you do the night before a test you've had all semester to
study for, but you didn't even crack the book until the night before.
Anyone who's ever done this knows it does not produce any real and
lasting understanding of the matter at hand, but I was determined to try
anyway. I gave myself the next twenty-four hours to come up with some
profound knowledge of myself, in order that the trip would not have been
for naught.

I remember very clearly still the mixture of dread and relief I felt
that last night of the journey. This mixture created a discomfiting
dissonance within me; the feeling was almost one of pain, and it made me
want to holler.
Wishing not to waste our last full day on the road on the interstate,
I badgered Lana into taking some crazy road I found on the atlas back to
Virginia. This road had barely two-lanes and no lines. The only things
keeping northbound drivers separated from southbound drivers were
courtesy and quick reflexes.

As the last light of the last night died and I could no longer see the
road, I put my head down in the back seat and tried to go to sleep. But
sleep would not come no matter how hard I tried to make it, so I just lay
quietly and allowed my thoughts to wander where they wanted to go.

Hillsboro, VA 8:17p.m. EDT
Where has all the time gone? I'm sitting in the back seat, looking out the
window and wondering what the hell I'm going to do when I get home.
Jump back into my life? What life? .. ./ don't want to go home because I
won't know what to do when I get there. I don't want to fall back into old
habits, old, comfortable patterns. I want to be different, better, stronger.
I thought I'd find some "sign" out here on the road about what I'm
supposed to do, but signs only point you to places you can go. They don't
tell you what to do once you get there.

The series of alternate routes we traveled through the Virginias
eventually brought us to Leesburg, where we had dinner and hooked up
with I-95. I protested this move as we approached the on-ramp, hating
like hell the thought of taking the interstate home. But after awhile it
seemed appropriate, for interstates are the roads we take in our everyday
lives, the ones that take us to work and to school and to the mall and to all
the other activities we fill our days with without thinking why. They are
expedient and predictable and utterly thoughtless. It takes no real skill to
drive an interstate, no heightened instinct. Its signs tell you exactly where
you are and exactly where you're going and will not allow you to get lost.
If you miss your exit there is one up ahead to put you back on track.
They are safe and reassuring that way, and one of them was now going to
bring us back to our real lives.
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While we were still on our last two-lane of the journey, Route 9
from Charles Town, West Virginia to Leesburg, I thought about my
lifelong fascination with back roads. When I was a child in New Jersey,
we would take the interstate down to Peapack to visit my mother's
parents, who I knew as the hyphenated entity ofGrandpa-and-Bubba, and
whose house I loved because it was peaceful and orderly and filled with
all the smells (soup simmering, cookies baking) that tell a child she's

I
I

welcome. Once we got off the exit to Peapack, we would have to take a
series of complicated, intermittently-paved roads to get to their property.
I always felt a tremendous sense of adventure in those roads, which
seemed to hold so many possibilities for discovery and escape. Each time
my father navigated them, I would try to remember which tum to make

I
I

where, so when I finally got old enough to run away I could find that safe,
warm house after exploring what my grandfather called the "enchanted"
woods those roads wound through.
I never got the chance to run away and explore those roads; we
moved away from New Jersey when I was seven, shortly after I'd made

I
I

this plan. We came to St. Petersburg, Florida, where the roads are a
highly predictable grid. Growing up in that grid, I lost my feel for back
roads, and, by the time I started driving, I'd had all my instincts beaten
out of me, so I was never certain that any decision I ever made, even the
smallest, was correct. As a result, the unfamiliar always unnerved me,
and you cannot function that way on back roads without driving yourself

I
I

mad with fear.
One of my primary motivations for taking this trip was my need to
overcome this lifetime offear: fear oftaking risks, fear of being hurt, fear
of failure, fear of dying, fear of living. This last one was the most
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paralyzing of all the fears, because it kept me from realizing even the
most basic successes. It's what kept me from continuing my education
after securing aGED and breezing through a two-year associate's
program at the junior college, where I had so little trouble with the work I
often had instructors take me aside and ask me why I was wasting my
time in the "13th grade" when I should be at a university actually utilizing
my natural gifts.
I had a number of stock answers to questions like these: "I'm not
smart enough, I'm not good enough, I don't deserve anything better than
what I've got." Of course, I never offered these answers to my
instructors; for them, I would just smile and shrug my shoulders and

I
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pretend I didn't know what they were talking about. No, these were the
answers I gave exclusively to myself. And they were a cop-out-self-pitying diversions from the stark, sad truth: I was afraid.

16August 1995 Richmond, VA 12:03 a.m. EDT
We've stopped for coffee because Lana and Jenny want to drive straight
through tonight and make it home pretty early tomorrow. They seem
eager to get back to things at home. Jenny misses Bruce and Lana wants
a few days to rest before she takes the train to Boston. Me, 1 'm just here.
I'm not looking forward and I'm not looking back. !just want to spend a
few minutes here in the moment.
Been thinking a lot tonight--about what this whole thing has meant. I
can't believe we've made it without anything bad happening. I've been
thinking about the fear I know has kept me from doing stuff like this my
whole life. It makes me want to cry when I think about all the
opportunities lost because of it. But I think I've seen over these past few
weeks that I can make things different for myself ifI can just get behind
that wheel, turn that key, and decide where it is I want to go. These
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sound like really tired metaphors, but there's a truth in them that is so
clear right now. How come I never saw it before?
I got us to Fayetteville, North Carolina before three a.m. and
parked the van at a truck stop. The girls were sound asleep and I didn't
see any point in waking them. A couple of hours later, they went to use
the bathroom inside. When they came out, they were breathless from
running and yelled at me to start the van and get moving, because the
cashier inside the store was a real creep and they thought he might come
out and bother us. As if to test whether or not I was still a big
scaredy-cat, I went in to see for myself what the problem with this guy
was, against my companions' strenuous objections.
The minute I walked into the store, the cashier, a scraggly little
redneck named Fred, started explaining to me, as he had to my
companions, how he had seen us pull in a couple of hours before and
thought we were watching him. He accounted for his paranoia by
claiming the government had him under surveillance. You see, he only
worked at the truck stop as a cover for his real work as a CIA agent. But
he had recently turned against the government and was now giving its
secrets to a group of "patriots" in the Raleigh area. By working at the
ttuck stop, he further expounded, his "people" could stop inconspicuously
on their trips to and from Washington and feed him intelligence.
Upon wrapping up this admission, he asked that I never reveal his
true identity, convinced that "they" would some day come asking me
about my dealings with him. I assured him his secret was safe with me
by performing the "zipping up my mouth" pantomime, paid for my
coffee, and left more amused than afraid.
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Back on the road before dawn, I sat up with Lana while she drove
her shift. We went along without speaking for awhile, enjoying the
relative calm of an early morning interstate. No longer able to handle the
silence and not in the mood for conversation, I turned on the radio,
listening absently until I heard the first strains of a song I recognized from
my childhood. It was on an album in my mother's old collection, one of
the many she passed on to me when I became a rabid Beatles fan in junior
high. I loved this song back then, finding something soothing in the
quiet, acoustic arrangement of the melody coupled with these simple
words:
Blackbird singing in the dead of night
Take these broken wings and learn to fly
All your life ...
You were only waiting for this moment to arise.
Blackbird singing in the dead of night
Take these sunken eyes and learn to see
All your life...
You were only waiting for this moment to be free.

I began to cry as I heard these words for both the hundredth time
and the first time. It was as if God was speaking to me through the radio,
sending me the message I needed in a form I could understand. I had
never reacted to a song that way before, never searched for deeper
meanings in pop lyrics as silly people are wont to do.
But there were no deeper meanings in that song to search for, just
an unaffected admonition for scared, hurt people. I mouthed the words at
the song's bridge, hearing my own wavering voice singing them aloud in
my head: Blackbird fly, blackbird fly, into the light of a dark, black night.
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And I knew that's what I had been doing--finally--for the last three weeks
of my life.

Jacksonville, FL 5:07p.m. EDT
Had some scrumptious she-crab soup in Charleston and went to find the
old slave market, which doesn't sit well after a meal... Savannah was
beautiful today... the last time I was there was St. Patrick's Day a few
years ago and it was madness in the streets .. .! thought ofMike and Jay
and how much fun we had that weekend in Savannah and then up in
Myrtle Beach and how lucky I am to be alive and how much they wanted
to live but couldn't hold out for the cure, if it ever comes. I miss them.
We're booking on home now, and J'mfinally at peace with it. In a way, I
want to get there so I am finished with this. I don't think I've ever
finished one thing in my whole life. I dropped out of high school, I've
quit relationships and jobs and hobbies. I am looking forward to see if
this "success" will translate into other successes, to see ifI can use this
experience as a new model for my life.
I was thinking this morning about the "completion" of this journey, but I
figured the journey will never end. I will get off the highway tonight, but
I will always be searching the roads inside me that need to be explored.
And I know I can do it because I've done this. This has been the most
trying experience of my life. I'm tired now, but something inside me feels
rested and ready to go ... I think of all the things I want to do when I get
home, going back to school will be my top priority. I want to see what
I'm capable of, to satisfy that gnawing curiosity. I'm not so scared
anymore of trying new things--! don't think so, anyway. But I aim to find
out.
The rest of the morning and afternoon brought us through South
Carolina and Georgia. We ate lunch in Charleston and stopped for a
snack in Savannah. We could have spent the whole day exploring either
of these beautiful, historic cities, but we had a momentum driving us
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home that was stronger than our impulse to stay on the road. When we
crossed the Florida line into Jacksonville, we stopped for the forty-eighth
and final performance of our postcard-and-shirt shenanigans. It
remember feeling a distinct sense of relief at being done with this
maddening search. I felt almost glad to be home.
I occupied the "bed" from Jacksonville to Clearwater, getting a
final, "head start" on my sleep. I drifted in and out of consciousness,
checking to see where we were in my lucid moments. I woke up outside
of St. Augustine, Orlando, and Plant City, each time wondering if the
next time I came to would be in my mother's driveway.
When we reached downtown Tampa I woke up and stayed up,
cherishing those last few minutes with my sister and my friend. We had
been through a lot together, shared a profound experience, and I was sure
we would always have a concrete bond because of it. But I also knew
that Jenny and I would never develop a close relationship, because we
didn't have that much in common except for my sister and now this trip.
However, I found a genuine affection for Jenny out on the road, and I
gained a new respect for her, knowing her accomplishment was as real as
my own.
As for Lana, it was only appropriate that she was, as she put it,
"taking us in." She was our spiritual leader and mascot throughout the
journey, the one whose force of will made it all possible in the first place,
and now she would deposit us safely back home. I thought for the last
time on how amazing my little sister was, and my insides were positively
swollen with pride. Either that, or they were distended from holding in
nearly three weeks' worth of gas--I couldn't really tell.
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Just outside Clearwater, FL 9:47p.m. EDT
We're home. And after only nineteen days and three hours. That must be
some sort of record.. .! don't think I "found" myself on the road, but I
certainly don't feel as lost as I used to.
Anyway, I guess this is it. No more road so no more road journal. It's
been nice talking to you. You've been like a trusted friend, and what's
even better, you never wanted to tell me your own sob stories ... wait... why
the hell am I talking to a book? I guess it's because you listen and you
don't judge. Thanks. I needed that.
Stephanie J
Chiariello 811619 5
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Epilogue

Postcards are, by nature, snapshots of a place in time. They do not
provide an exhaustive study; they offer merely a glimpse of the subject at
hand. And that is what being on the road did for me: it offered me a
glimpse into myself, and every time I caught one it was like a postcard
sent to my memory, a reminder of who I was in those moments of my days
and weeks on the road.
When two days after we returned home I received my postcards
from the Carolinas, Georgia, and Jacksonville, I looked at my completed
collection and was pleased. These forty-eight postcards have come to
symbolize many things for me. They offer proof that I am able to finish
something I start. They remind me that I overcame a fear of failure (and
thus a fear of trying anything new) that had been choking the life out of me
before I left. And they represent my first real attempt at seizing some sort
of personal power, when I took the wheel of my own life and began
steering it where I want it to go. So even now, three years down the road,
I still occasionally find myself removing the postcards from the box which
houses them in the bottom right-hand drawer of my desk and enjoying the

I

memories they yield before putting them away and moving on.

I

And now, an update:

Lana got on a train for Boston less than a week after we returned from
the road. She never did find those Russian silver coffee cup bases and
consequently the boyfriend for whom she so painstakingly sought them

broke up with her. She now sits in the top ten percent of her class at
Boston University 's School of Law, where she is looking for a boyfriend
with more conventional tastes in beverageware.
Jenny married Bruce in March of 1997. She requested a separation in
September of 1997. Last I heard she was heading to California with a
friend to pursue her lifelong dream of acting. She wants to try
commercials first, figuring she's a natural for young-wife-and-mother
parts.
One of the first things I did when I got home was call Mary Kay. I took
her to dinner and regaled her with my picaresque tales from the road.
We are currently living together in an apartment on the top floor of an
old house in downtown St. Petersburg, not jar from the campus of the
University we both attend. Upon completion of this paragraph I will
have fUlfilled all of the requirements for graduation from the University 's
Honors program. It seems only fitting that the subject of my thesis serves
to remind me of the joy of completing a journey, and, also, that the
journeys we embark on, in a sense, never really end, they just branch off
in other directions.
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